Legislature Approves $604M Helene Relief Bill
10/29/24
 
The North Carolina legislature unanimously approved a new $604 million relief bill last Thursday — the latest step aimed at helping western North Carolina counties ravaged by Hurricane Helene last month. The measure passed with a 46-0 vote in the state Senate and 108-0 in the House of Representatives — adding to the $273 million that was approved and signed into law earlier this month.
 
The total of both measures is the equivalent of more than $30 million per day in state funds since President Joe Biden declared a disaster in western North Carolina. And this bill likely will not be the last infusion of state money, state Senator Michael Lee said during debate on the Senate floor. In fact, the legislature is expected to reconvene the legislative session on Tuesday November 19, where they can consider and enact another hurricane relief bill. 
 
Governor Cooper signed the bill into law on Friday, although the amount of funding is less than the $3.9 billion in state aid proposed by Governor Cooper last Wednesday. 
 
The $604 million in the bill would come from the state's reserves. The bill would allocate the following funds:
· $100 million for water and wastewater infrastructure repair loans
· $100 million for cash flow loans to local governments
· $75 million to match federal disaster relief funds
· $50 million to help local and state governments address “unmet needs” not covered by insurance.
· $50 million for repairs to damaged public schools
· $50 million for bridge loans for small businesses.
Hurricane Helene was the most economically damaging natural disaster to ever hit North Carolina, in addition to the deadliest. It is estimated to have caused about $53 billion in damage in the state, according to the North Carolina Office of State Budget and Management, which is triple the damage incurred by Hurricane Florence in 2018.
 
In a bipartisan effort earlier this month, the legislature swiftly and unanimously passed the initial $273 million disaster relief bill, which Governor Cooper signed into law. Leaders in both political parties said multiple times that was only a first step, and that the legislature would approve more aid once the state had a better grasp on the scope of the damage and where the biggest needs have arisen.  Republicans reiterated their commitment to that strategy last Thursday.
 
The federal government is also expected to spend billions of dollars on Helene aid — largely to rebuild homes and roads, plus cover other costs such as aid for farmers and emergency loans for small businesses, to keep local economies from collapsing in the aftermath of the storm. Insurance companies will also likely pay out some claims, but it has been reported that more than 90% of homes in the area lacked flood insurance. There are costs that neither insurance companies nor the federal government will cover; something President Pro Tem Berger and Speaker Moore acknowledged Thursday; and Governor Cooper mentioned while introducing his plan last Wednesday.
 
Legislature orders new early voting sites in two western NC counties
 
Early voting has already started, and questions have been raised about whether local officials in the counties impacted by Hurricane Helene would be able to meet the challenge before early voting ends on Nov. 2. Legislators approved a measure requiring more early voting sites in the western counties of Henderson and McDowell. House Speaker Tim Moore (R-Cleveland) told reporters last Thursday that while the situation out west is still improving many roads are still closed, so having more early voting sites could help.
 
The Legislature adjourned last Thursday and will reconvene on Tuesday November 19.
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