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Governor Ivey Signs School Choice Bill into Law

Surrounded by a group of smiling students and legislative leaders, Governor Ivey signed her top legislative priority into law on Thursday. This new law, called the CHOOSE Act, creates a statewide program called Education Savings Accounts (ESAs), which enables school choice for many Alabama parents and students.

The Senate passed the bill on Wednesday with a vote of 23-9. 

How the CHOOSE Act Works

1. Funding: The program will receive at least $100 million per year from the state's education fund, starting in fiscal year 2027. For the first two years, funding will come from additional sources without affecting the main education budget.

1. Eligibility: For the first two years, families with students who have special needs or whose income falls below 300% of the federal poverty level will be eligible. In subsequent years, eligibility is expanded to all Alabama students.  These families can use up to $7,000 per year per student on alternatives to public schools, including private schools. Funds can also be used for other approved expenses.

1. Homeschooling: Families who homeschool their children can receive up to $2,000 per student, or $4,000 per family, through ESAs.

1. Expansion: Starting in 2027, all students in Alabama will be eligible to participate in the program.

Alabama Legislature Acts Quickly to Protect IVF

The Alabama Legislature passed Senator Tim Melson's SB159 to protect in-vitro fertilization (IVF) services in the state. Governor Ivey immediately signed the bill into law. This comes after a recent Alabama Supreme Court ruling declared frozen embryos to be legally children.

What the Law Does

SB159 grants immunity, both criminal and civil, to anyone involved in providing or receiving IVF services. This immunity applies to any damage or death of an embryo.

Impact and Future

With the law passed, fertility clinics across the state announced they would reopen. However, the issue isn't entirely settled. The Supreme Court's original decision referenced an amendment protecting unborn children. This raises the question of whether someone could still sue under the Wrongful Death of a Minor Act.

Lawmakers anticipate that future lawsuits could force the Supreme Court to clarify how the immunity bill interacts with the constitutional amendment. They're prepared to introduce further legislation if necessary.

Senate Advances Gaming, Lottery Legislation

The Alabama Senate passed a scaled-back version of the gaming and lottery proposal after more than 10 hours of debate on Thursday. The vote for the constitutional amendment was 22-11, and 23-10 for the enabling legislation.

What Each Chamber Wants

1. House Version: Originally included a lottery, state gambling commission, casinos, sports betting, and negotiations with the Poarch Creek Indians for casino gambling at their existing facilities. Revenue could be spent on various projects chosen by the Legislature.

1. Senate Version: Kept the lottery and tribal compact but removed casinos and sports betting. Instead, it allows dog racing and historic horse racing machines at seven existing locations. Revenue is split three ways between the General Fund, Education Trust Fund, and Road and Bridge Fund.

Key Differences and Next Steps

1. Special Election: The Senate wants a special election on September 10th, while the House preferred the November general election.

1. Conference Committee: The House will likely send the issue to a conference committee where members from both chambers will reconcile the differences before a final vote in each chamber.

1. Resolution Timeline: With a scheduled recess next week, lawmakers will resume negotiations the week of March 18. 

Ballot Harvesting/Absentee Ballots 

SB1, sponsored by Senator Garlan Gudger, cleared the House on Thursday following revisions in a House committee. This legislation aims to curb ballot harvesting and the unauthorized completion of absentee ballots. The bill prohibits individuals from knowingly offering payment or gifts to third parties to obtain or deliver a voter's absentee ballot application. An exemption is included for individuals requiring assistance due to blindness, disability, or literacy challenges. The bill garnered a party-line vote of 75-28 and now moves back to the Senate for a review of the House changes.

Alabama House Approves Bill Limiting DEI Programs

Senator Will Barfoot's SB129, which prohibits state agencies, local school boards, and public universities from funding or conducting Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) programs, passed the House and now awaits further action in the Senate.

The bill specifically targets programs where attendance is mandatory based on race, sex, ethnicity, or other factors. It would effectively close down DEI offices and departments within public universities. 

House Committee Unanimously Advances Ethics Reform Bill (HB227)

Representative Matt Simpson's ethics reform bill, HB227, cleared a hurdle on Wednesday with a unanimous committee vote. However, the bill's future remains uncertain.

The committee approved revisions to the bill, including:

1. Restoring a $500 annual cap on gifts received by public officials
1. Clarifying which family members are ineligible for public contracts

Concerns remain regarding the bill's broader impact, specifically: 

1. Elimination of criminal penalties for many ethics violations
1. Placing the Ethics Commission's executive director under legislative oversight

Attorney General Steve Marshall joined Ethics Commission Director Tom Albritton in expressing concerns over the bill, saying it would weaken the prosecutorial powers of his office while “further empowering an Ethics Commission run amok.”

Alabama House Committee Approves Property Tax Cap Bill (HB73)

A bill limiting property tax increases won approval from an Alabama House committee on Wednesday.

Representative Phillip Pettus' bill (HB73) would cap annual assessment increases at 5% for most properties. This includes commercial buildings, businesses, single-family homes, and agricultural land. However, the cap wouldn't apply to newly assessed properties, those with new construction or improvements, or properties that change ownership.

The bill is now headed for a full vote by the House. However, it faces opposition from education and local government groups concerned about potential funding shortfalls if the caps are enacted.

Alabama Senate Approves Birmingham Southern College Loan (SB31)

Senator Jabo Waggoner's bill to provide financial assistance to Birmingham Southern College (BSC) was passed by the Alabama Senate this week. The bill aims to address concerns raised by critics of the original proposal.

The state will have a "first perfected security interest" in all assets BSC pledges as collateral for the loan. This resolves a sticking point related to BSC's current creditors and the previous disagreements between the college and Alabama State Treasurer Young Boozer.

The bill now moves to the House of Representatives, where it's expected to face further scrutiny.
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	AL
2024rs
HB 253
	Chip Brown

	State Port Authority; provide that authority is a body corporate and may employ non-merit system employees
House Calendar: Special Order Calendar (March 7, 2024)
Position: 4
	House • Mar 07, 2024: Engrossed
	Engrossed

	AL
2024rs
HB 227
	Matt Simpson

	Ethics; laws pertaining to public officials and public employees revised
House Calendar: Regular Calendar (March 19, 2024)
Position: 28
	House • Mar 06, 2024: Instrument Change Adopted FYEG555-1 (Ethics and Campaign Finance)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
SB 168
	April Weaver

	Municipalities, commercial development authorities, project defined to include single commercial enterprises
Senate Calendar: Regular Calendar (March 19, 2024)
Position: 66
	Senate • Mar 06, 2024: Read Second Time In House of Origin (County and Municipal Government)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
SB 176
	Donnie Chesteen

	Public K-12 education and two-year institutions of higher education, Alabama Career RoadMap Act, Alabama Community College System required to develop career readiness module to be added to high school graduation requirements, each public high school student required to complete Career RoadMap Postsecondary Opportunity as defined by Alabama Community College System, Alabama Community College System and State Board of Education required to adopt rules (Education Policy)
	Senate • Feb 29, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Education Policy)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
HB 177
	Chris Sells

	Commerce Dept; secretary and deputy secretary salary revised (Fiscal Responsibility and Economic Development)
Companion bills: SB 106
	Senate • Feb 28, 2024: Pending Committee Action In Second House (Fiscal Responsibility and Economic Development)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
SB 167
	Merika Coleman

	Alabama Jobs Act; requirements for approved companies revised (Fiscal Responsibility and Economic Development)
	Senate • Feb 27, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Fiscal Responsibility and Economic Development)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
HB 181
	Craig Lipscomb

	State Waters, Alabama Waters Task Force created (Ports, Waterways & Intermodal Transit)
	House • Feb 15, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Ports, Waterways & Intermodal Transit)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
HB 133
	Rex Reynolds

	Supplemental appropriations from State General Fund to specified agencies for fiscal year ending September 30, 2024. (Ways and Means General Fund)
	House • Feb 07, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Ways and Means General Fund)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
SB 66
	Greg Albritton

	Supplemental appropriations from State General Fund to specified agencies for fiscal year ending September 30, 2024. (Finance and Taxation General Fund)
	Senate • Feb 07, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Finance and Taxation General Fund)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
HB 118
	Ben Robbins

	Establish income tax credit to recruited or remote workers (Ways and Means Education)
	House • Feb 06, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Ways and Means Education)
	Introduced

	AL
2024rs
SB 60
	Arthur Orr

	Ports, inland facilities, $5 million of additional motor fuel tax levied by act 2019-2 transferred from Rebuild Alabama fund to ADECA, create inland port and intermodal fund (Finance and Taxation General Fund)
	Senate • Feb 06, 2024: Pending Committee Action In House Of Origin (Finance and Taxation General Fund)
	Introduced



