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By Tom Miller
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   Charleston --  Acting Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin told members of the West Virginia Press Association at the organization's annual legislative breakfast here last week  that he's done everything necessary to provide for a special primary and general election later this year to allow voters to elect a new governor who will take office no later than Nov. 15.

   The Logan County Democrat, who continues in the dual role of Senate President as well as governor, also said that 30 percent of the public school teachers in the state are eligible to retire and that people who plan to become teachers will not match those numbers in the coming years.

     Tomblin said he wants authority to allow other professionals to be licensed as teachers to help fill that void.

      State Auditor Glen Gainer told members of the Senate Finance Committee last week that the size of the state government payroll continues to grow.  He said the state issued checks totaling $72,355,224 for a total of 48,995 state employees during the final pay period for 2010.
     He said that was an increase of 919 employees and an additional $2.3 million compared to the same two-week period in 2009.

      The House of Delegates unanimously passed a bill last week (HB2402)  that expands this state's Freedom of Information Act in response to a lawsuit filed by The Associated Press two years ago in an effort to see e-mails exchanged between former State Supreme Court Justice Elliott (Spike) Maynard and one-time coal executive Don Blankenship.

      Among the more interesting bills introduced during the second week of the 2011 legislative session were:
     --legislation that would make the birthday on Nov. 20 of the late U. S. Sen. Robert C. Byrd a state holiday.

     --a bill by freshman Delegate Larry Kump, R-Berkeley, that would allow for a nonbinding election in the state's three Eastern Panhandle counties (Berkeley, Jefferson and Morgan) to see if voters there want to secede from West Virginia.
     --permitting the sale of beer within three hundred feet of a church that consents to the sale, introduced by Delegate John Doyle, D-Jefferson. 
       Chief Justice Margaret Workman of the State Supreme Court of Appeals told members of the House Finance Committee last week that the growing number of drug courts are helping to combat the state's growing problem of drug addiction and she said a separate program of juvenile drug courts which is in its infancy is also proving to be worthwhile.

       And a former leader in the state Senate asked colleagues last Wednesday to join together to seek a decision from the state Supreme Court on whether the current arrangement with an Acting Senate President is constitutional.  Sen. Truman Chafin, D-Mingo, said a recent Supreme Court decision clearly requires Acting Gov. Tomblin to continue his duties as Senate President.   In an effort to prove his point, Chafin tried to recall the first bill passed at this legislative session from the governor's office but his motion was rejected by a vote of 24-9.
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      The first bill passed by both houses at this legislative session was HB2001 that would limit parole hearings for inmates otherwise serving life terms.  Both the House of Delegates and State Senate took final action on Tuesday, Jan. 25.

      A bill enacted a year ago inadvertently provided for annual hearings for inmates serving life with mercy and this legislation will restore the language that allows the Parole Board to limit their hearings to every three years.   
     Gov. Tomblin also announced last week that he wants the Legislature to make the Division of Veterans Affairs a cabinet level agency to be known as the Department of Veteran's Assistance.  His proposed bill would increase the salary for the top job in that agency from $30,000 to $95,000 a year.  A bipartisan bill had already been introduced in the State Senate on opening day Jan. 12 to accomplish the same thing including the higher salary.  
    Executive Director Dennis Adkins of the Educational Broadcasting Authority told members of the House Finance Committee last week that he hopes the Legislature will pass HB2695 that was introduced Jan. 20 and is now in the House Government Organization Committee.  It would provide an exception in state law that prohibits state employees from soliciting contributions to allow staff members of West Virginia Public Broadcasting to participate in on-air fund-raising campaigns.
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