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   Charleston --  A proposal from Acting Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin to let West Virginia voters decide at the 2012 general election whether or not they want to elect a lieutenant governor who would automatically step in when a vacancy occurs in the governor's office was submitted to the Legislature here last week.
      But the key legislation in the House of Delegates to regulate the drilling in the Marcellus Shale strata for natural gas had a stormy week.  First House Judiciary Committee Chairman Tim Miley, D-Harrison, said on Tuesday that he didn't believe the comprehensive bill would be passed at this session after a 14-member subcommittee removed forced pooling--a key provision--from the bill.
     This prompted the Senate to start work on its own bill and the House Finance Committee also reported out a separate bill on tax incentives relating to Marcellus Shale drilling to the House floor last Thursday.   Miley's committee meanwhile continued to work on its comprehensive regulation bill that could now be amended into HB3009 from the Finance Committee.
      The proposed constitutional amendment to create the office of lieutenant governor calls for both the candidate for governor and the candidate for lieutenant governor to run together both in the primary and general election.  The elected lieutenant governor would served as secretary of one of the executive cabinet departments.

     The governor would choose which cabinet office the lieutenant governor would occupy which would rule out any additional costs for this position.

      Bills to triple the state's excise tax on a pack of cigarettes were endorsed by committees in both the House and Senate.  But the Senate Health and Human Resources Committee bill calls for the $130 million in increased tax revenue each year to be used for a variety of health issues while the comparable bill passed by the House Health and Human Resources Committee earmarks nearly half of it to treat the state's growing substance abuse problem.
       The vote in the House was 13-10 and came only after a move was made to insert mandatory drug testing for welfare recipients into the bill.  Delegate Patrick Lane,  R-Kanawha, sponsored that amendment but it was defeated by a 14-9 roll call vote.

       Freshman Delegate Ryan Ferns, D-Ohio, tried to reduce the increase in the tax on a pack of cigarettes from $1 to 40 cents as a "compromise amendment" but it was also rejected.

       In both chambers, the bill must still be endorsed by the respective finance committees where the prospects are not considered likely, particularly in the House of Delegates.

       The Senate Transportation Committee originated a bill last Wednesday to increase fees charged by the Department of Motor Vehicles that would yield about $40 million more in revenues for the State Road Fund.  Secretary Paul Maddox of the Department of Transportation said the money would be used to "fix potholes and pave roads."
     The proposed increases include a boost from $28.50 to $38.50 for vehicle registration and a jump from $12.50 to $32.50 for a five-year driver's license.
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      Legislation to give state employees and public school teachers a permanent two percent raise also began moving last week in lieu of the one-time bonus recommended by the governor.

      In other legislative developments last week:
      --the House of Delegates  passed HB2791 that would require the Superintendent of the State Police to come up with a plan to increase the minimum number of state police troopers to 800 by July 1, 2015.  That bill now goes to the Senate.
       --a proposal to borrow $110 million from the Public Employees Retirement System (PERS) funds to complete the final 14.6-mile stretch of a new four-lane U. S. Route 35 in Putnam and Mason counties (SB606), suggested by Gov. Tomblin, was rejected by the Senate Transportation Committee.
       --both the House and Senate began considering a judicial pay raise package that would increase the salaries of Supreme Court justices from $121,000 to $150,000 and other boosts ranging from $34,800 for family court judges to $22,000 more for circuit court judges.
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