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INTRODUCTION 

 
On October 16th, the NC Senate convened yet another 
special session, this time to override Gov. Cooper’s veto 
of Senate Bill 656, Electoral Freedom Act of 2017. S656 
lowers the percentage of states in which the party was 
included on the general election ballot from 80% to 70% 
to establish party recognition in North Carolina, and 
lowers the number of signatures required on petitions for 
unaffiliated candidates to be included on the general 
election ballot. It also lowers the threshold for a winning 
plurality in primary elections to 30% of the vote (from 
40%), and – most notably – eliminates primaries for all 
judicial offices in 2018.  
 
The following day, the House also overrode Cooper’s veto 
and S656 became law. A few hours later the session was 
over. Despite the brevity, there was time this session to 
open yet another front in the ongoing battle over judicial 
elections. Senate Rules Chairman Bill Rabon introduced 
Senate Bill 698, which would put a referendum before the 
voters in the 2018 Primary election. If passed, the 
referendum would reduce terms of office for all Judges 
and Justices to 2 years (from 4 for District Court Judges 
and 8 for Supreme Court Justices, Judges of the Court of 
Appeals and Judges of the Superior Court). This new bill 
was only filed during this session, but it is eligible to be 
taken up during the sixth special session, scheduled for 
January 10th.  
 
Between now and January 10th, interim oversight and 
study committees will continue to meet and develop 
recommendations for the second year of the 2017-2018 
session of the General Assembly. We also expect 
(sometime this winter) decisions on the constitutionality 
of the revised House and Senate maps that were passed this 
year, which have been challenged for being drawn to 
provide unfair partisan advantage. As legislators returned 
home after the special session last week, most resumed 
campaigning for votes and dollars in an uncertain and 
volatile political climate, awaiting word from a Raleigh 
courtroom about whether their new districts will be 
redrawn yet again.  
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BREAKING: As we were preparing to send this report out, the news broke that a federal three-
judge panel has appointed a “special master” to assist the Court in evaluating 9 districts that the 
plaintiffs challenging the new maps have argued either failed to cure the racial gerrymandering the 
court found last year when striking down the 2011 maps, or violate the state constitution. The 
Special Master will also help in “developing an appropriate plan remedying any problem with” 
districts in the plan adopted by the North Carolina General Assembly in August 2017 if the panel 
finds them unconstitutional (which seems to be a foregone conclusion, but is not yet official). We 
will keep you posted on this as it continues to develop, including what impact it may have on the 
2018 election cycle and potential impacts on the makeup of the 2019-2020 General Assembly. 
 
 

BILL UPDATES 
 

SENATE BILL 16, Business Regulatory Reform Act of 2017. This legislation makes a variety of 
changes to the State’s regulatory laws, including the following: 

• requires an agency receiving a rule-making petition, within three business days of receipt 
of the petition, to send the proposed text of the requested rule change and the statement of 
the effect of the requested rule change to the Office of Administrative Hearings; and the 
Office of Administrative Hearings, within three business days of receipt of the proposed 
text of the requested rule change and the statement of the effect of the requested rule 
change, to distribute the information via its mailing list and publish the information on its 
website; 

• requires every motor vehicle originally equipped with white backup lamps to have those 
lamps in operating condition;  

• directs the Department of Transportation and the Department of Environmental Quality to 
jointly study whether the frequency of vehicle safety inspections and vehicle emissions 
inspections should be decreased. The Departments must consider public safety, air quality, 
savings to vehicle owners, impacts on State revenues, and any other factors the 
Departments deem necessary; and report their findings and recommendations to the Joint 
Legislative Transportation Oversight Committee by report no later than March 1, 2018; 
and 

• enacts the Carolina Star Program, which is a voluntary program designed to recognize work 
sites that implement effective safety and health management systems and that meet 
standards adopted by the Commissioner of Labor. The Commissioner may adopt rules for 
the operation of the Carolina Star Program in a manner that will promote safe and healthy 
workplaces throughout the State, and rules for the Carolina Star Program adopted by the 
Commissioner will pertain to the following matters: 

o upper management leadership and active and meaningful employee involvement. 
o systematic assessment of occupational hazards. 
o comprehensive hazard prevention, control, and mitigation programs. 
o employee safety and health training. 
o annual safety and health program evaluation. 
o star annual report. 
o attendance and active participation on Carolina Star Safety Conference Regional 

Teams and conference related activities. 
The Governor vetoed this bill on August 14, 2017; however, the House and Senate voted to 
override the veto on October 5, 2017, and the bill became law. Effective: October 5, 2017, 
except as otherwise provided. 
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