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The following is an advance copy of the cover story on Gordon Myers 
to be published in the April issue of the North Carolina magazine:
To increase corporate profits, NCCBI’s new leader 
recommends investing in worker training programs  
Gordon Myers believes that the people who have benefited the most from NCCBI’s leadership in economic development policy are folks who aren’t members and who probably have never heard of the state’s largest business organization. And during his year as NCCBI chairman that’s exactly who Myers wants to help even more. 
“I know that when people think of NCCBI they think of the large businesses and industries in this state, but who I think we have helped more than anyone over the years is the average working person,” says Myers, who succeeded Mac Everett as NCCBI chairman during the Annual Meeting last month. “These are the people who have been able to raise their standard of living by getting good-paying jobs in the new companies that have moved to North Carolina and at our local companies that have expanded so much. This is due, in no small measure, to the positive business climate that NCCBI has worked so hard to establish in North Carolina. 
“Because of the economic growth we’ve had, the average hourly wage is much higher now, the insurance and benefits are much more substantial, and that’s made life better for tens of thousands of North Carolinians.” 
But times are changing, and Myers, the Asheville business executive who is regarded by many as Western North Carolina’s most influential advocate, believes NCCBI must shift its strategies if it hopes to see standards of living continue rising and corporate profits continue growing. That’s a lesson he’s learned, he says, from a long and varied experience volunteering with local, regional and statewide economic development groups, including the seven years he’s chaired the AdvantageWest regional partnership that serves 23 western counties. 
“It used to be that when industrial prospects came to a region looking to establish a new plant, the first thing they wanted to do was to see industrial sites and get information about development costs, learn how much it would cost to get operational,” Myers explains. “As far as the labor force was concerned, what they wanted to know was how quickly could they hire people. 
“But now the first thing they ask is, ‘Do you have a workforce that is trained or trainable.’ There’s a critical difference in those two things. It’s the difference between someone who is willing and able to work and a person who has marketable skills and who can be productive from day one. 
“That’s why I firmly believe that what we need to do now is to focus on workforce preparedness. I think that will be critical in order to continue the economic progress we have enjoyed in recent years.” 
Myers said he knows that various federal, state and local government agencies already offer a host of workforce training programs. But he said many existing programs don’t offer training that meets current needs, and almost all of them are hampered by a lack of adequate funding and support. 
One thing he knows for sure, Myers says, is that the demand is there. 
“I know in just our 23-county area in Western North Carolina we have over 17,000 people who have registered with the ESC looking for work,” Myers says. “Most of them are currently employed but they are employed in relatively low-paying jobs or at minimum wage jobs. They are looking to improve their financial condition with better wages and better benefits (so they can) take care of their families, send their kids to college. How do we address that? How do we retrain our workforce so they have the skills that industrial prospects who look at our areas are demanding.” 
Myers, 56, says enlightened self-interest as much as civic-mindedness should drive the business community to focus greater attention on workforce preparedness. “I think the ability of our NCCBI member companies to expand their businesses is directly tied to their ability to hire and retain skilled workers.” 
Myers says improving existing workforce preparedness programs will require the cooperation of many entities. “It is an issue that’s much bigger than just NCCBI,” he says. “It’s a statewide problem that needs to be addressed by many groups, including the community colleges and the public school system, everybody from the governor on down.” 
NCCBI President Phil Kirk, who doubles as chairman of the State Board of Education, agrees. “No issue is of more importance to the business community in North Carolina than workforce preparedness,” Kirk says. “Chairman Myers’ priority on this issue will be welcomed in both the business and education sectors of our state.” 
Community Colleges President Martin Lancaster agrees. “We have been talking with the governor and his staff and with several legislators who have a similar interest. There is a fragmentation now with 18 separate (workforce preparedness) programs in different agencies. The statute says we are the primary workforce development agency and we believe efficiencies could be attained if there were no such fragmentation.” 
You could say that Gordon Myers has been involved with economic development and workforce issues ever since he was 14 delivering groceries around Winston-Salem — illegally, it should be pointed out — for his older brother in a 1948 Ford truck. “I had no driver’s license so I sat on a case of Vienna sausages to make me look taller,” he recalls with a laugh. 
And that wasn’t Myers’ first brush with capitalism. At the tender age of 10 he started helping in the construction business his father, a 45-year veteran of R.J. Reynolds, ran on the side. And his mother, who operated a beauty shop from the home, provided a daily example of the entrepreneurial spirit. 
After graduating from Guilford College in Greensboro with a bachelor’s degree in economics, Myers took a job with Northwestern Bank in the home office in North Wilkesboro in the credit department. Working at a small, rural bank taught him a lot about human nature, he said in an Executive Profile about him published in this magazine in April 1997. “We didn’t have the computer sophistication back then. We made loans to people who on paper didn’t look like they could pay it back. But most did.” 
He was transferred to Asheville in 1972 as a vice president and branch manager of the Northwestern Bank there. He was active in banking circles, including a three-year stint with First Commercial Bank, until 1984 when he was recruited by Asheville-based Ingles Markets to develop new properties for the supermarket chain. He was named vice president of real estate at Ingles in March 1993 and currently is in charge of all real estate, real estate development and leasing management. 
Ingles operates 212 supermarkets in six Southeastern states. The company owns more than 145 commercial real estate properties, including shopping centers and freestanding Ingles stores. The company is not only a supermarket chain but also a major real estate holding company, owning more than 10 million square feet of real estate and serving 360 commercial tenants. 
Although his job keeps him on the road two or three days a week, Myers has always been very active in community and civic affairs in Asheville and Buncombe County. He has been involved on a local level with the Asheville Rotary Club, the Asheville Red Cross, the Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce and the Daniel Boone Council of the Boy Scouts of America. He served on the Asheville City Council from 1981-85. 
Myers is the father of two grown children, Adele Myers, a 1991 graduate of UNC-Chapel Hill who is a public relations industry executive in New York City; and Neil Myers, a 1993 graduate of N.C. State who works for a computer-related company in Asheville. He and his wife of 20 years, Kaye Ayers Myers, also have a daughter, Katie, who is a sophomore at Carolina. 
Kaye Myers serves on the board of Asheville Buncombe Technical Community College 
While he’s not a native of the mountains, Myers has emerged as Western North Carolina’s most visible and perhaps its most powerful voice in state affairs. He served on the Local Government Commission from 1977-81, on the State Banking Commission from 1980-82 and on the Global TransPark board from 1991-93. His most recent service to the state was as a member of the Rural Prosperity Task Force. 
But it’s in two other volunteer roles that Myers has come to most visibly represent Western North Carolina — as a longtime member of the State Board of Transportation and as chairman of AdvantageWest, the regional economic development organization serving 23 mountain counties. 
Myers was first appointed to the DOT board by Gov. Jim Hunt in 1993 to serve a four-year term. Hunt again appointed Myers to represent the 13th Highway District on the DOT board in 1996, a term he just completed earlier this year. He is largely credited with securing $300 million in funding to complete the “missing link” of Interstate 26 between North Carolina and Tennessee and is closely associated with several other highway projects, including improvements to the historic Beaucatcher Tunnel and the special access road from the Blue Ridge Parkway to the state Arboretum. 
Myers has served as chairman of AdvantageWest since its creation by the General Assembly in 1993. The organization has emerged as among the best organized and most innovative of the state’s seven regional economic development partnerships, particularly in its use of the Internet to market the region to industrial prospects and for its certified industrial site program. 
Although he becomes the first NCCBI chairman from Western North Carolina in a decade — since the late S.B. “Bo Bo” Tanner III of Rutherfordton in 1991-92 — Myers wants members to know he can see the interests of the state far beyond the mountain peaks. 
“I have many friends in the eastern part of the state and I have learned over the years that there may be a great deal of difference in the geography between western and eastern North Carolina but our needs are very similar.” 
R.V. Owens of Nags Head, who served with Myers on the DOT board and on the Rural Prosperity Task Force, echoes that point. “The biggest thing about Gordon is how much he cares about rural North Carolina. And he understands that the eastern and western parts of the state really are mirror images of each other in terms of our economic development needs. 
“More than anyone else I know,” Owens continues, “ Gordon understands how important it is to our future that we resolve the issue of having two North Carolinas — the rural poor parts of the state and the rich urban areas. And I can’t think of anyone who is better able to explain the importance of that issue to the leaders in the urban areas.” 
Erskine Bowles, who chaired the Rural Prosperity Task Force, said Myers made substantial contributions to the effort. “Gordon helped us reach a clear understanding of the problems and opportunities facing rural North Carolina and the importance of those issues to all North Carolinians. I am very grateful to have had the chance to work with Gordon and to learn from him. I am confident that the members of NCCBI will benefit enormously from his leadership.” 
Rep. Wilma Sherrill (R-Buncombe), who has worked with Myers on many issues, says she is “pleased that Gordon will be at the helm for NCCBI.” The Republican lawmaker adds that Myers “has demonstrated to us in Western North Carolina that he is committed to improving the lives of all citizens. He has worked diligently for higher paying jobs in recruiting new businesses and expansion for existing industry.” 
The common need of the rural and urban parts of the state is better workforce training, Myers says. Focused, targeted training programs are most effective, he adds. 
“In my area we started a training program through the Training Alliance of Western North Carolina in the plastics industry. We had 12 plastics companies come together and donate machinery and employees to certify workers through the community college system. The first class had 15 workers and as soon as they graduated they immediately went into jobs that were much better paying than they had previously. Some of these workers have now gone to advanced level training. 
“What we need to do is to look at what’s working in other areas, like that program,” Myers continues. “Probably most of what we need to do is already being done somewhere. We need to identify where the successes are and try to build on them.” 
Myers says he will spend a lot of time talking about workforce preparedness in the year ahead, and about the positive influence he thinks NCCBI exerts. 
“I see my role as chairman as one to advocate what is right about NCCBI, what have we done to improve the plight of business and industry and the citizens of North Carolina. The lobbying efforts of NCCBI have made this a state that attracts more than its share of new and expanding industries, and that is benefiting everybody in this state. We need to talk about the hundreds of thousands of people who have jobs because of what NCCBI has done. 
“It’s obviously a great honor for me to have this prestigious position. What I want everyone to know is that if we all can work together, east and west, north and south, then I think we can accomplish a great deal as we move forward in the coming year.”


Thoughts on economic development
from new NCCBI Chairman Gordon Myers

Asheville business executive Gordon Myers, who assumed the chairmanship of NCCBI at our Annual Meeting last week, has extensive experience in economic development activities, including serving for several years as chairman of AdvantageWest, the organization serving 23 western counties. He drafted these thoughts to convey his ideas: 

Economy in transition: North Carolina has been recognized for having the largest percentage of the workforce employed in manufacturing. This worked to our advantage for many years. However, the decline of traditional industries like textiles and furniture, and unprecedented downsizing by Fortune 500 companies have combined to drastically impact our citizens and the state's economy. Recent reports indicate that North Carolina now has the distinction of having lost the greatest number of manufacturing jobs per capita as any state in our country .

Rural communities especially hard hit: While the sweeping changes have occurred in the manufacturing sector, our rural communities have experienced the added pressures associated with the decline of the tobacco industry. In fact, the agribusiness sector has experienced a deterioration of farming income based on all crops grown, and livestock and poultry produced. When you combine these trends with the dilemma created by low-wealth schools and inadequate infrastructure, one realizes that the problems in our rural communities have reached a serious stage. 

Diverse economies are strong economies: While the announcement of a 400-employee manufacturing plant in any community generates fanfare and attention, that same community may be better off if 10 quality companies possessing 40 employees each start up during the same time frame. The small- to mid-sized companies represent the fastest growing area of our economy and offer a viable alternative to major corporations. 

Time is of the essence: The lead-time involved with decision-making by businesses and industries has been condensed significantly. At one time, a site consultant and/or client would visit a region of our state for a two-three day period to consider potential locations for a new facility. Today, this has been condensed in some instances to as little as two-three hours. This dynamic has significantly changed the recruitment process at the local, regional, state and national levels. Everyone involved in the process has to use a rapid-fire response when an opportunity is presented. Community preparedness is also crucial and has been taken to a new level. The N.C. Department of Commerce is in the process of implementing the Certified Industrial Site Program on a statewide basis. It will take this and other proactive measures to address the immediate needs of new and expanding industry. 

Labor is the new driving force: Today's companies believe strongly that their level of success is directly related to the quality of their workforce. When a new or expanded industry is conducting a site search, their need for skilled labor must be satisfied first and foremost. Companies are no longer persuaded by proposals that rely on unemployment statistics and the prevalence of low wages in a community or region. Quite the contrary, it is important to demonstrate the level of underemployment and the retraining in place within a community to prepare citizens for quality jobs. In Western North Carolina, we have implemented a comprehensive labor market assessment, which will lead to a workforce development plan. Our objective is to have the most sophisticated labor data and the most well coordinated workforce development system in the country. 

Technology has moved to the plant floor: The need for highly skilled labor is no more evident than the modernization that has occurred in the manufacturing sector. Automated and programmable controls are used in the most basic production lines within industrial plants. Companies have steadily transitioned to equipment-intensive operations that hardly resemble the labor-intensive assembly lines of the past. One way to address these issues is through short-term certification programs that offer the high-tech training to full-time employees through flexible schedules at nights and on the weekends. 

Financial incentives have become the norm: Regardless of one's personal view on this subject, incentives appear to be here to stay. A few years ago, Virginia appropriated $33 million for their version of the Governor's Competitive Fund. During the same time frame, North Carolina appropriated $3 million for our Governor's Competitive Fund. As long as this type of disparity continues to exist, our state will continue to work at a disadvantage in competitive situations involving capital-intensive projects that include high-quality jobs. The same type of compelling need exists at the local level. It is in the best interest of any community that wishes to attract quality companies to proactively develop an incentive policy. 

Broadband and the knowledge-based economy: Access to affordably-priced broadband is as important to the knowledge-based economy as water and sewer was to traditional industries. Even the most basic types of businesses and industries in our state are being pressured to transition to e-commerce transactions with their employees, customers and suppliers. As our state pursues a strategy of successfully recruiting fast-growing, high-tech companies to the rural regions, high-speed broadband will be crucial. This makes the work of the North Carolina Rural Internet Access Authority an extremely important and urgent priority.



State Government News

Judge orders more spending by schools on at-risk students

In his third and likely most important ruling in the Leandro case, Superior Court Judge Howard Manning Jr. on Monday said the public schools must spend more money meeting the needs of disadvantaged students, even if that means cutting funding on programs that benefit bright students. When schools allocate available funds, the judge ruled, they must appropriate as much as is needed to meet the needs of at-risk children before earmarking any money for other students. Manning gave the state a year to come up with a plan that will satisfy his conclusions and directed that they file quarterly progress reports with him.

After analyzing test data from schools across the state, Manning concluded that at-risk students are not receiving a "sound, basic education" in poor school systems or in wealthier ones, either. He said the problem isn't a shortage of money but that the money is spread around on many priorities. "Palatial central offices and high salaries for non-teaching administrators and staff are not constitutionally mandated," Manning wrote. "The tax money that is spent must first be spent to properly educate the at-risk children that are failing to achieve grade level proficiency."

Most education leaders applauded Manning's ruling, although many worried how it would impact the ability of school systems to serve average students. John Dornan, executive director of the Public School Forum of N.C. said, "This is essentially a Robin Hood approach to school finance. Is the answer to our problems curtailing or stripping out programs for not-at-risk students to help at-risk kids? We aren't going to lead America in education if we dumb down our curriculum." 

State Senate President Pro Tem Marc Basnight said he did not believe that enrichment programs such as music and computer courses should be ended so they money can be diverted to meet the needs of at-risk children. House Speaker Jim Black, D-Mecklenburg, said he had not read Manning's ruling, but believes all children should have an equal opportunity to receive a sound basic education and said he would work to develop a plan if the decision is not appealed. 

NCCBI President Phil Kirk, who also is chairman of the State Board of Education, said, "The state will continue to focus on under-achieving students, but I will oppose any attempt to take money away from other programs, such as gifted and talented." He said the amount of money going to at-risk children has consistently increased in recent years, citing at least $100 million in new local, state and federal funding for remediation and intervention along with new resources from foundations and business.

Here are some other selected comments from the judge's order: 

“Taking all of the evidence into account, the Court determined that the at-risk children in North Carolina are not obtaining a sound basic education and that the reason appears to be the lack of a coordinated, effective educational strategy for at-risk children statewide. 

”The Court is not convinced that the lack of a coordinated, effective educational strategy is based on the lack of sufficient funding by the State. Instead, the Court believes that the funds presently appropriated and otherwise available are not being effectively and strategically applied. 

”In summary, school systems and the State must first put in place programs that provide all children with the equal opportunity to obtain a sound basic education and that if the funding that is appropriated from whatever source is being used for any other educational purpose than to meet the constitutional mandate, then those funds must be reallocated to satisfy the constitution.

”The State and its school systems are directed to assess the present educational programs as they are applied to the at-risk student group, and adopt a coordinated, uniform strategy for improving the educational opportunities for at-risk students and as a part of the process, re-assess and re-allocate the available funding, if needed, to meet this goal with respect to at-risk children within the parameters of the Constitution. Upon completion of this task, they are to report to the Court the results of their undertaking. Pending this undertaking, no Final Judgment will be entered. 

"In accord with the conclusions reached above and the vital need to address these problems within the parameters of Leandro, the Court Orders and Directs:

”I. The State of North Carolina and the plaintiff, plaintiff-intervenors, to conduct self-examinations of the present allocation of resources and to produce a rationale, comprehensive plan which strategically focuses available resources and funds towards meeting the needs of all children, including at-risk children to obtain a sound basic education using common sense and methods that work and are directed towards each child’s particular need. The system and allocation should be flexible.

”The nuts and bolts of how this should be accomplished is not for the Court to do. Consistent with the direction of Leandro, this task belongs to the Executive and Legislative Branches of Government and to the educators who are paid to have the knowledge and expertise with which to conduct such a self-examination of the present allocation of resources and to produce a rationale comprehensive plan to strategically focus available resources and funds consistent with the goal of providing the opportunity for all children, including those at-risk of obtaining a sound basic education.

”In directing this be done, the Court is showing proper deference to the Executive and Legislative Branches by allowing them, initially at least, to use their informed judgment as to how best re-allocate and strategically apply funds, modify or change existing programs and, if needed, create new programs and approaches to remove the barriers to an equal opportunity to a sound basic education. Throwing money, either local or state, at the problem without strategic and effective planning accompanied by accountability for results will not be acceptable.

”II. This process should be accomplished without undue delay and certainly it can be done within twelve months. This is not an overwhelming task given the amount of educational experts and staff available to the DPI, the Legislature, and the fact that some schools have already found the key to success. Consider going to Clay and Cherokee Counties and find out what they are doing to achieve such success. Go observe the five examples set out in this Memorandum of Decision.

”The Court encourages the parties to entertain input from excellent resources as The Public School Forum and other non-profit organizations interested in the welfare of all of North Carolina’s students.

”III. The Court would like progress reports on a quarterly basis as this case is still active and a work in progress as the work directed is undertaken.”  


Record number filing their taxes electronically
The tax filing deadline is barely two weeks away and already is appears that more North Carolinians are filing their taxes electronically. The state Department of Revenue said that, as of Thursday, it had received 885,386 individual income tax forms filed electronically. That amount exceeds the 710,349 returns filed electronically at this time last year. In the nine years North Carolina has participated in the Federal/State Electronic Filing Program, the state has consistently ranked at or near the top nationally in the number of individual income tax returns that are filed electronically. This year, the Department expects to receive one million electronically filed individual income tax returns. Filing electronically allows taxpayers to receive their refunds faster, usually within four weeks after the department receives the return. Returns that are filed electronically are typically more accurate, since they are checked by computer before they are filed. Under the joint Federal/State Electronic Filing Program, taxpayers must file both their federal and state income tax returns at the same time.  For more information about electronic filing, taxpayers should visit the Department's website at http://www.dor.state.nc.us for a list of authorized electronic filers and for a list of approved software packages.

984 is Triangle's new "overlay" area code
The new "overlay" area code for the Triangle will be 984 -- the number assigned by the North American Numbering Plan Administrator. The new area code will go into effect sometime next year when mandatory 10-digit dialing begins in the Triangle. The Charlotte area already is under the 10-digit calling system. The Utilities Commission has held hearings on a similar plan for the 336 area code in the Triad. 

Book distributor settles price-fixing suit, gives $665,000 to schools
Schools and libraries across North Carolina will receive checks this week totaling $665,000 to buy books and other educational tools as part of a settlement distribution, the state Attorney General Roy Cooper said Monday. Settlement checks ranging in amount from a few hundred dollars to more than a hundred thousand will be mailed to 168 schools, local libraries, universities and school boards across the state. The settlement between Baker & Taylor book distributors, which is based on Charlotte, and the Attorney General's office was reached after an investigation into the way the company represented the costs and discounts of books. The Attorney General's office began investigating the book distributing company in 1998 after learning of allegations in a “whistleblower” lawsuit in California. The investigation found that the company had promised discounts it failed to deliver and that it misled customers who inquired about bill discrepancies. As a result, the Attorney General's consumer protection division led a combined effort of 17 states in that lawsuit. The states alleged that the booksellers unfairly charged schools and libraries higher prices for books that were to have been discounted. Baker & Taylor and W.R. Grace and Co., which had owned Baker & Taylor prior to 1992, agreed to settle the case with all 17 states late last year for $8.5 million. Also as part of the agreement, Baker & Taylor agreed to properly disclose its rates to customers and to abide by the terms of the contracts it holds with schools, libraries and other customers. 

Six hope to be named Teacher of the Year
Six regional Teachers of the Year have been selected to vie for the title of 2001-02 North Carolina Teacher of the Year. The winner will succeed the 2000-01 Teacher of the Year Laura Bilbro-Berry, a second grade teacher at John C. Tayloe Elementary in Beaufort County. The winner will be announced May 1 and receives a one-time stipend of $7,500, a personal automobile (thanks to the North Carolina Automobile Dealers Association), and a trip to the national conference. In addition to being a full-time ambassador for education, the state Teacher of the Year also serves a two-year term as advisor to the State Board of Education. The Teacher of the Year Program is sponsored by the Public Schools of North Carolina and the North Carolina Automobile Dealers Association. This year for the first time, charter school teachers were included in the selection process. The following regional winners will travel to Raleigh in April where they will be interviewed by a panel appointed by State Superintendent Mike Ward:
u Southeast Region: Judy Dietz, English teacher, Topsail High, Pender County Schools;
u Northeast Region: Yang Li, kindergarten teacher, T.S. Cooper Elementary, Gates County Schools;
u Central Region: Julia Dermody, fourth and fifth grade teacher, Mary Scroggs Elementary, Chapel Hill-Carrboro Schools;
u Southwest Region: Virginia Lee, mathematics teacher, Piedmont High, Union County Schools;
u Northwest Region: Carmen Wilson, mathematics teacher, Ashe County High, Ashe County Schools;
u West Region: Marsha Cameron, third grade teacher, Cullowhee Valley School, Jackson County Schools.  
DOT plans hearing on replacing two bridges
The state Department of Transportation will hold a citizens informational workshop for the proposed replacement of two bridges over Mingo Swamp on N.C. 55 in Harnett and Sampson counties. The meeting will be held on Thursday, April 5, 2001, from 4 p.m. - 7 p.m. in the Mingo Baptist Church fellowship hall, 1465 Mingo Church Rd., Dunn. Representatives from NCDOT will be available to answer questions and receive comments from the public about the proposed replacements. For more information, contact Drew Joyner at (919) 733-7844, ext. 269.


State agency issues permits to three asphalt plants
The N.C. Division of Air Quality (DAQ) has approved a permit modification for a Watauga County asphalt plant and issued permits for two new asphalt plants in McDowell and Cherokee counties. The agency issued a revised air quality permit to Maymead Materials Inc., allowing the company to install a new, larger fabric bag-filter for its asphalt plant on Highway 105 in Boone. Under the new permit, the plant's allowable production rate will drop from 685,000 tons/year to 220,000 tons/year. Actual production levels are expected to be lower than the allowable rate. Meanwhile, DAQ issued an air quality permit to Smith and Sons Paving Co., which plans to build a new asphalt plant on U.S. Highway 221 North near Marion. Under the permit, the plant can produce up to 200,000 tons of asphalt per year, but actual production levels are expected to be lower. The DAQ issued an air quality permit to APAC Tennessee Inc., Harrison Construction Division, which plans to build a new asphalt plant on Marrs Top Road west of Murphy. Under the new permit, the plant can produce up to 180,000 tons of asphalt per year -- although actual production levels are expected to be lower than that amount. To obtain the air quality permits, all three companies were required to demonstrate they could comply with state rules for controlling particulates (dust), sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, nuisance odors and toxic air pollution.


DHHS survey finds 27% of children suffer from asthma
The state Department of Health and Human Services this week released data from a childhood asthma study which it said confirms that asthma is worse than the agency thought. The study, conducted by the UNC School of Public Health, shows that 27 percent of children at two grade levels reported having asthma-like symptoms. The survey was conducted in 499 (88%) of the public middle schools across the state. Nearly 129,000 7th and 8th graders from 99 counties completed the medical survey during the 1999-2000 school year. The results confirm earlier data indicating that the prevalence of childhood asthma and asthma-like symptoms is very high in North Carolina. "Not only does this survey provide an accurate picture of the prevalence of child asthma, it tells us that many of our children face a major barrier to learning," Gov. Mike Easley said. "It is very difficult to excel in school if you are constantly battling an undiagnosed or poorly managed illness." Almost half of the children with asthma and a third with wheezing reported sleep disturbances. These children also limit their activities - such as sports, chorus, and other social interactions with friends - because of their breathing problems. They also are 37 times more likely to miss school than their peers without asthma symptoms. Based on Medicaid reimbursement rates, health experts estimate that costs for emergency room and hospital care for these 7th and 8th graders may be as much as $15.4 million over a one-year period, excluding physician visits, prescription costs or higher reimbursement rates of private insurers. When added with the costs associated with children in other age groups, North Carolina and its families are spending an estimated $100 million annually for asthma-related consequences and services for children, the study concluded.


Wake hospitals vie to offer additional MRI services
The two largest hospitals in Wake County -- WakeMed and Rex Hospital -- have filed competing applications to acquire magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanners. A medical facilities plan developed earlier by the state says only one MRI scanner is needed in Wake County and the surrounding region. A public hearing for these projects will be held by the Certificate of Need Section of the N. C. Division of Facility Services at 1:30 p.m. on Wednesday, April 18 in Room 201 of the Council Building on the campus of Dorothea Dix Hospital in Raleigh. WakeMed proposes to acquire a second MRI scanner to at a projected cost of $4.8 million. Rex Hospital proposes to acquire a third MRI scanner at a projected cost of $3 million. Meanwhile, several hospitals have filed applications with the Certificate of Need Section of the state Department of Health and Human Services to begin expansions or modernizations, including:

u Johnston Memorial Hospital, based on Smithfield, intends to develop one outpatient operating room at a satellite site in Clayton. A public hearing for this project will be held at 1:30 p.m. on Thursday, April 12, at the Clayton Town Hall. The $1.4-million proposal includes upfitting 9,500 square feet of space on the first floor of a new medical office building under development on U.S. Highway 70 West in Clayton.
u J. Arthur Dosher Memorial Hospital wants to renovate and modernize several hospital departments at an estimated cost of $16.8 million. A public hearing for this project will be held at 1 p.m. on April 10 in the Multi-Purpose of Brunswick Community College in Supply. The proposal includes renovation of the surgical service, emergency department, radiology/imaging, pharmacy, cardiopulmonary, patient registration, physical therapy, patient lobby/waiting areas, and hospital administrative areas. The last major renovation of the hospital was in 1980.
u Craven Regional Medical Center plans a $22.8-million, two-phase project consists of renovation of the existing facility, construction of a 3rd and 4th floors for a new intensive care unit (ICU) and a new oncology unit in Phase I. The hospital proposes to relocate administration to a building to be constructed between the Annex and the Area Health Education Center. In Phase II, the hospital will consolidate outpatient services by relocating several services and expanding them into the current administration area. A public hearing for these projects will be held at 2:30 p.m. on April 12 at the Craven County Public Library Auditorium in New Bern. 
u Columbus County Hospital Inc. plans a $6.2-million renovation of the third floor maternity inpatient unit, in addition to the radiology, laboratory, outpatient rehabilitation and ancillary and support departments on the first floor. A public hearing for this project will be held at 1 p.m. on Monday, April 16, at Southeastern Community College in Whiteville.
u Carteret General Hospital proposes a $7.6-million 27,000 square foot expansion to add 34 private rooms in a new third floor. Currently, Carteret operates with 47 beds in private rooms and 70 beds in semi-private rooms. With the approval of this proposal, the hospital would operate 81 beds in private rooms and 36 beds in semi-private rooms. A public hearing for this project will be held at 1 p.m. on April 18 at Carteret Community College in Morehead City. 
u Albemarle Hospital proposes a $27.2-million construction and renovation project will replace 34 acute care beds on the third floor, renovate the surgical suite, adding an inpatient surgery operating room, and expand and modernize the kitchen, dining room, and other support spaces. The second cardiac catheterization lab will cost $2.5 million. A public hearing for these projects will be held on Wednesday, April 11, at 1 p.m. in the Pasquotank County Courthouse in Elizabeth City.
u Pitt County Memorial Hospital proposes a $6.7-million renovation of space in and near the existing surgical suite and the addition of three inpatient surgery operating rooms. The hospital also proposes to acquire a $2.9-million positron emission tomography scanner (PET). A PET scanner uses a computer and radiation detectors to analyze body functions in response to radioactive tracers to diagnose certain cancers and brain impairments. A public hearing for these projects will be held on Thursday, April 12, at 10 a.m. at Pitt County Community College.

Free car safety checks scheduled
The Independent Garage Owners Association is teaming up with the State Energy Office, a division of the N.C. Department of Administration, to perform free automobile safety checks at malls in Raleigh, Charlotte and other places over the coming weeks. The first such clinic will be Qualified automotive technicians will conduct the free tests. During the tests, which take about 15 minutes to complete, technicians will check tire pressure and wear, hoses, belts, air filters, oil and transmission fluid levels, engine performance, and emissions. All participants will receive written copies of the inspection results including recommended cost-efficient repairs and maintenance procedures to improve the overall operating condition of each vehicle. In addition, motorists will receive a package of information on vehicle energy efficiency and a tire pressure gauge. The clinics are conducted by members of the Independent Garage Owners of North Carolina. The association's 700 members represent all types of automotive service and repair facilities. It is the largest automotive service trade association in the state. 


Legislation Actions

Democrats file bill requiring health benefit plans
to treat mental health, chemical dependency equally
Four prominent Democratic House members, including Majority Leader Phil Baddour of Goldsboro and Speaker Pro Tem Joe Hackney of Chapel Hill, introduced legislation this week that would require health plans to cover mental health and chemical dependency treatments the same as any other physical ailment. NCCBI opposes all government mandates on private health insurance policies. The bill is summarized below:
H. 808 MENTAL HEALTH/CHEMICAL DEPENDENCE PARITY {Alexander, Baddour, Hackney, Wainwright}. Amends GS 58-51-50 by (1) providing that every insurer shall provide in each group health benefit plan benefits for the necessary care and treatment of chemical dependency that are not less favorable than benefits for physical illness generally; (2) adding a provision that if a group health benefit plan contains annual limits, lifetime limits, co-payments, deductibles, or coinsurance only on selected physical illness and injury benefits, and these benefits do not represent substantially all of the physical illness and injury benefits under the health benefit plan, then the insurer may impose limits on the chemical dependency treatment benefits based on a weighted average of the respective annual, lifetime, co-payment, deductible, or co-insurance limits on the selected physical illness and injury benefits; (3) adding a provision regarding the use of a case management program for chemical dependency treatment benefits; (4) adding a provision stating a group health benefit plan is not prohibited from managing the provision of benefits through common methods designed to limit coverage for chemical dependency treatment only to those that are deemed medically necessary, (5) deleting subsections (c) and (e); and (6) amending subsection (d) pertaining to benefit payments for specified providers of necessary care and treatment of chemical dependency. Makes parallel changes to GS 58-65-75 and GS 58-67-70. Amends GS 58-50-155 by adding a provision stating that the standard health plan developed and approved under GS 58-50-125 shall provide coverage for treatment of chemical dependency and mental illness that is at least equal to the coverage required by GS 58-51-50 and GS 58-3-220, respectively and that the plan may use a case management program in accordance with GS 58-51-50 and GS 58-3-220, respectively. Effective January 1, 2002. Referred to Rules. 

Other health care bills:
S. 714 AMEND CERTIFICATE OF NEED {Rand}. To amend the definition of "ambulatory surgical facility" by reducing the number of required operating rooms from two to one and to amend the definition of "new institutional health service" by including construction, development, establishment, increase in number, or relocation of an operating room or operating rooms and to extend the determinative effect of the state medical facilities plan to all operating rooms. Act does not apply to any project that was not a new institutional health service prior to enactment if there was a capital expenditure over $50,000 or a legally binding obligation for the same in effect on or before enactment and the project was reasonably expected to be completed by Dec. 31, 2002. Provides that an ambulatory surgical facility that was not licensed prior to enactment will not be considered to be an ambulatory surgical center by virtue of this act and may not be licensed as such without a certificate of need. Referred to Health Care. 

Economic development: travel and tourism 
S. 692 FILM INDUSTRY FUNDS {Jordan, Ballantine, Lee, Carter, Metcalf}. Appropriates $2.5 million for 2001-2002 and $2.5 million for 2002-2003 from General Fund to Department of Commerce, Division of Tourism, Film and Sports Development as title indicates. Referred to Appropriations. 

S. 693 FILM INDUSTRY INCENTIVES {Ballantine, Lee, Carter, Metcalf, Jordan}. Enacts new GS 105-164.14 allowing refund of state sales tax (but not general local sales tax) to a production company with respect to rental of transient accommodations for occupancy of employees for continuous period of more than 30 but less than 90 days. Amends GS 143B-434.3(a) (film industry development account) to provide that grant for production of an episode of a television or radio series may not exceed 1% of amount spent by production company and to provide that each episode of a television or radio series is considered a separate production in determining $200,000 per production cap on grants. Effective July 1, 2001. Referred to Finance.

Other economic development bills:
S. 709 INDUSTRIAL POLLUTION CONTROL FACILITY FINANCE {Rand}. Amends the Industrial and Pollution Control Facilities Financing Act and the North Carolina Industrial And Pollution Control Facilities Pool Program Financing Act to include within the definition of special purpose project: bridges, tunnels, and railroads; improvements on or remediation to brownfields property; facilities for the generation, transmission, or distribution of electric energy or gas; facilities leased or sold in installment sale to the state, a state agency, or political subdivision; and facilities or portions of facilities used by a nonprofit corporation in any lawful activity (now, facilities for the provision of rehabilitation, education, training, and employment opportunities for persons with disabilities and the disadvantaged). Amends GS 159D-37(6b) to include within the definition of special purpose institution a partnership, limited liability company, the state, a state agency, or a political subdivision that engages in specified activities. Amends GS 159D-45(f) to provide that the approval of the board of county commissioners or governing body of a municipality is not required for the issuance of bonds by the issuing agency. Referred to Finance.  

Tax and fiscal policy: constraining budget growth

H. 764 TAXPAYER PROTECTION ACT {Russell, Blust}. Generally limits increases in General Fund expenditures that exceed General Fund expenditure limit for prior fiscal year increased by percentage rate equal to fiscal growth factor (average of sum of inflation and population change for preceding three years). Requires that revenue in excess of General Fund expenditure limit, as adjusted, plus 25% of year-end General Fund credit balance be placed in an Emergency Reserve Trust Fund. Establishes limitations on use of Emergency Reserve Trust Fund (including two-thirds vote of each chamber of General Assembly to appropriate funds). If Trust Fund exceeds 5% of General Fund appropriations for nonrecurring expenditures, excess funds must be returned to taxpayers. Referred to Rules. 

Other tax and fiscal policy bills 
H. 772 DEPOSITS ON BEVERAGE CONTAINERS {Edwards}. Requires consumers to pay refundable deposits on beverages sold in glass, metal, or plastic containers. Sets refund values as follows: for beverage containers containing any beverage but fortified or unfortified wine or liquor, 10 cents; for beverage containers of 50 milliliters or more containing fortified or unfortified wine or liquor, 25 cents. Requires manufacturers to emboss or imprint the refund value on the product label or container. Requires retailers to accept beverage containers from consumers and pay the consumer the refund value for the containers, subject to a maximum of 24 containers per consumer per day. Retailers may refuse to accept containers that are not labeled with the refund value, or that are not empty or are contaminated. A retailer may also refuse to accept containers if the retailer has contracted with a private redemption center approved by  Environment and Natural Resources. Vending machine operators who are not otherwise retailers of beverages covered by the law are relieved of the duty to redeem containers if they make arrangements with another retailer or a private redemption center to redeem the containers. Authorizes DENR to approve private redemption centers for the return of empty beverage containers. Requires that beverage containers be made of recyclable or recycled materials. Provides for civil penalties of up to $1,000 for violations of the act. Effective Jan. 1, 2002 and applies to beverage containers sold or offered for sale after that date. Referred to Rules.

H. 790 INCREASE DAMAGE LIMITS FOR MV ACCIDENTS {Starnes}. Increases amounts in defined accident types as follows: (1) a “major accident,” property damage of $4,000 or more (currently, $2,500 or more); (2) an “intermediate accident,” property damage of at least $3,500 but not more than $4,000 (currently, at least $1,500 but not more than $2,500); and (3) a “minor accident,” property damage of $3,000 or less (currently $1,500 or less). Effective Oct. 1, 2001. Referred to Insurance.   

H. 803 REORGANIZE SAVINGS INSTITUTION DIVISION {Church, Morgan}. Transfer the Savings Institution Division in the Department of Commerce to the State Banking Commission. Effective July 1, 2001. Referred to Financial Institutions.

S. 706 SOFT DRINK TAX {Kinnaird}. Reenacts the Soft Drink Tax Act, which was phased out beginning in 1997 and repealed as of July 1, 1999. Sets tax rate at $.02 per bottle, $2 per gallon of liquid base product, and $.02 per ounce of dry base product. All exemptions and administrative provisions unchanged. Effective July 1, 2001. Referred to Finance.

General government measures
S. 690 CENTENNIAL AUTHORITY CHANGES {Weinstein}. To amend the Facility Authority Act so as to clarify that the chancellor represents the interest of a constituent institution of the University of North Carolina. Excludes from GS 160A-480.3(g)(2) (provision on conflicts for members, officers, and employees of an Authority) chancellor of the main campus of a constituent institution of UNC within the county, or the chancellor’s designee. Provides that it is not a violation of GS 160A-480.3(g) for the chancellor of the main campus of a constituent institution of UNC within the county, or the chancellor’s designee, to participate in discussion of or vote on any matter, including but not limited to the execution of any contract by the Authority, where the matter relates to the interest of a constituent institution of UNC. Amends GS 160A-480.3( d) to provide that any bylaw adopted by an Authority that conflicts with the declared public policy of the state is void and unenforceable. Referred to Education.   
 
S. 708 REDUCE SCHOOL PAPERWORK {Horton}. Amends GS 115C-12 to place limits on information the State Board of Education, the State Superintendent, and the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) can require from local school units. Directs the state board to adopt rules to ensure local units are not required to (1) provide information already available on the student information management system or housed within DPI, (2) provide the same information more than once in a school year if information is unchanged, (3) complete forms for students with disabilities if forms are not required by the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Permits the state board to require information already on its student information management system or require the same information twice only if the state board can demonstrate a compelling need and that there is not a more expeditious manner of getting the information. Effective July 1, 2001. Referred to Education.

S. 710 DCR ADMISSION FEES-2 {Rand}. Allowing the Department of Cultural Resources to charge an admission fee to any museum, historic property, or other location or event administered by the department. Fees must be deposited into nonreverting account and will be used for maintenance, repairs, renovations, and other purposes. Referred to Finance. 

S. 712 DISTRICT JUDGE 8-YEAR TERMS {Rand}. Amends N.C. Constitution, if approved by voters at next statewide primary election, as title indicates (district court judges now serve four-year terms). If approved, constitutional amendment will become effective with 2002 general election. Referred to Judiciary I.

S. 716 POLL WORKER DISCHARGE {Kinnaird}. To give precinct election officials (chief judges, judges, and assistants) the same protection from discharge as jurors. Enacts new GS 163-41.2 to prohibit an employer from discharging or demoting any employee because the employee has been appointed as, or is serving as, a precinct official. Employers who violate section are liable in a civil action (one-year statute of limitations) for reasonable damages suffered by the employee as a result of violation, and must reinstate employees who were unlawfully discharged or demoted. Effective Aug. 1, 2001. Referred to Judiciary II.

S. 718 SUPREME COURT RULEMAKING {Clodfelter}. To provide the Supreme Court with authority to revise the rules of civil procedure and the rules of evidence, subject to amendment or veto by the General Assembly. Amends GS 7A-34 to delegate to the Supreme Court the General Assembly’s authority to adopt and amend the rules of civil and criminal procedure and the rules of evidence for the trial divisions of the Court of General Justice. Authorizes Chief Justice to appoint committees to advise court with respect to adoption or amendment of rules. Requires that new or amended rules be published in N.C. Register and become effective no earlier than thirty-first legislative day of next regular session of General Assembly that begins at least 25 days after publication. Provides that General Assembly may amend or veto any proposed new or amended rule and specifies procedure for doing so. Referred to Judiciary I.

	
New license plates on the way
Bills were introduced this week to add three new kinds of "affinity" license plates to the dozens that already are available. They are:

H. 789 "FIRST IN FURNITURE" SPECIAL LICENSE PLATE {Starnes}. To authorize the Division of Motor Vehicles to issue a "First in Furniture" special registration plate. DMV may not issue special plate unless it receives 300 applications. No additional fee will be charged. Referred to Finance.   

H. 759 HARLEY OWNERS' GROUP LICENSE PLATE {Weiss}. To authorize the Division of Motor Vehicles to issue a "Harley Owners' Group" special registration plate. DMV may not issue plate unless it receives at least 300 applications. Fee will be $20 — $10 to special registration plate account, and $10 to collegiate and cultural attraction plate account transferred quarterly to State Board of Community Colleges to support motorcycle safety instruction. Referred to Finance.   

H. 795 "CHOOSE LIFE" LICENSE PLATE {Gillespie}. To authorize the Division of Motor Vehicles to issue a "Choose Life" special license plate. Sets additional fee amount for plate of $25. Requires Division to transfer money derived from the sale of the plates to the Tri-County Crisis Prevention Center Inc. of Burnsville. Referred to Rules. 



Committee actions and floor votes
u The House on Wednesday gave second- and third-reading approval to H. 63 Child Bicycle Safety Act {McAllister} and H. 382 Adopt Strawberry as State Fruit {Russell} sent the measures to the Senate.

u The Senate on Wednesday gave second- and third-reading approval to S.139 Local Flexibility/Charter School Teachers {Rand} and sent the measure to the House.

u The House Transportation Committee on Wednesday amended and then favorably reported a bill, H. 69 Repeal Highway Use Tax Transfer in 3 Years {Bowie}, that would end the practice of diverting $170 million a year from the Highway Trust Fund to the General Fund.

Names in the News

Wyche promoted to vice president at NCCBI
Rosemary Wyche (left), who has been instrumental in the association's recent growth in membership, has been promoted from director to vice president of development within NCCBI. According to NCCBI President Phil Kirk, who made the announcement, the promotion reflects the association's greater commitment to membership services.

"Rosemary's leadership on membership and fundraising activities has taken NCCBI to the next level in our growth and influence," Kirk said. "We have just concluded our most successful membership drive in history, record fundraising through special drives and the successful addition of a publishing program involving the sale of books through the Kiplinger organization and the South Carolina Chamber of Commerce. Those are some of the reasons we have promoted Rosemary. We expect ever greater progress in these and other areas in the future."

Wyche, a resident of Raleigh and Halifax County, has enjoyed a varied career in government and business. She came to NCCBI in October 1998 from the N.C. Department of Commerce, where she was responsible for planning and raising funds for the governor's economic development missions to Israel, Mexico, Great Britain, Belgium, Sweden, Germany, China and Hong Kong. She currently is a member of a number of culture-related boards, including the board of trustees of the N.C. Museum of Art and the Governor's Business Council for the Arts and Humanities. She is a graduate of the Washington School of Protocol. Wyche and her husband, Vince, have a 13-year-old son, Vincent.

Banking Hall of Fame to induct five 
Five individuals long associated with the banking industry in North Carolina are to be inducted into the North Carolina Banking Hall of Fame. They are: Cliff Cameron of First Union National Bank; Archie K. Davis of Wachovia Bank; John A. Forlines Jr. of Bank of Granite, who was NCBA chairman from 1977-78; U.S. Sen. Jesse Helms, who was NCBA executive officer from 1953-60; and Robert Powell Holding Sr. of First Citizens Bank, who was NCBA chairman from 1964-65. The induction ceremony will be at a dinner on Sunday, Oct. 14, in Pinehurst.

u House Speaker Jim Black appointed the following to state boards and commissions: former Wake County Commissioner Betty Ann Knudsen to fill a term expiring June 30, 2003, on the Disciplinary Hearing Commission of the N.C. State Bar; Neil Ross McIntyre Jr. of Durham County and Floyd Alexander Boyer of Sampson County to terms expiring Oct. 31, 2003, on the N.C. Respiratory Care Board; Daisy Millett of Yadkin County to a term expiring June 30, 2003 on the N.C. Board of Massage and Bodywork Therapy; Margaret Markey of Mecklenburg County to a term expiring Dec. 31, 2004, on the Clean Water Management Trust Fund board of trustees; and Sharon Elliott-Bynum of Durham County to the N.C. Center for Nursing.

u Gov. Mike Easley announced his appointments to the Health and Wellness Trust Fund Commission, which will oversee distribution of one-fourth of the state's tobacco settlement, an estimated $1.15 billion over 25 years. The fund currently has more than $60 million. Easley's appointments are: Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue; Daniel Gottovi of Wilmington, a doctor specializing in internal medicine and pulmonary medicine; Donald Ensley of Raleigh, chairman of the Department of Community Health at East Carolina University; Leigh Harvey McNairy of Kinston; Raleigh lawyer Robert Zaytoun; and Duke University Health Affairs Chancellor Ralph Snyderman. Easley's appointments complete the 18-member commission. Senate President Pro Tem Marc Basnight and House Speaker Jim Black made their appointments earlier.

u Gwendolyn Burrell was appointed by Attorney General Roy Cooper as inspector general for the state Justice Department. She will lead efforts to detect, prosecute and prevent fraud in public-assistance programs. Burrell has been an assistant attorney general and before that worked in private practice and for the state Department of Transportation. She succeeds McKinley Wooten Jr., who recently joined the Department of Administration.

u Clark Plexico, president of law and government affairs for AT&T in the Carolinas and the chairman of NCCBI’s Education Committee, was named an International Business Fellow by the Society of International Business Fellows, an organization that helps promote the Southern United States. As a fellow, Plexico was one of 30 business leaders who have spent the last two weeks in Asia. The trip included education sessions in New York, Singapore, Beijing, Shanghai and Hong Kong.
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