Legislative roundup for week of Jan. 31-Feb. 4
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   Charleston --  Voters in West Virginia will have two special elections later this year to nominate their party candidates for governor and then decide who will take over as chief executive on Nov. 15 following approval of legislation in both houses of the legislature last week.
     The House of Delegates and the state Senate each passed their own versions of a bill on Monday, Jan. 31 that set the dates for both a special primary election and a separate special general election in time to comply with the recent Supreme Court ruling that a new governor be elected and sworn into office no later than Nov. 15, 2011--one year from the date that State Senate President Earl Ray Tomblin took over the governor's duties when former Gov. Joe Manchin resigned to move to the U.S. Senate.
      The last dispute between the two legislative bodies were the actual dates for the two elections.  The House voted to have the primary on Saturday, May 14 and the general election on Tuesday, Sept. 6.   The Senate version of the bill called for the primary election to be on Monday, June 20 which is a state holiday (West Virginia's birthday) and the general election on Tuesday, Oct. 4.

      The final compromise worked out between the two chambers was to use the House's preferred primary date of May 14 and the Senate's general election preference on Oct. 4.  Secretary of State Natalie Tennant had argued for the earlier primary date because of several municipal elections around the state just a few days before the June 20 date chosen by the Senate. 
     Both houses had finally passed one bill last week, HB2001, that changes state laws relating to parole hearings so that prisoners serving time for murder cannot get a parole hearing every year but will only be allowed to have a hearing once every three years.   But a failure so far by both the House and Senate to adopt joint rules of operation has held up bills being sent to the governor for his signature.
     However,  the House Rules Committee finally agreed last Thursday to join the Senate in adopting joint operating rules for the session so they can appoint conference committees and do the other mutual things needed to get legislation finalized and signed by the governor.

     "This will enable us to get on with the other major issues that we need to address this session," said House Majority Leader Brent Boggs, D-Braxton.

       In almost an exact duplicate of the duplicated bills on the special election that were passed in the two separate chambers at the same time, both the House and Senate unanimously passed similar bills last week to make it illegal to possess or distribute the drugs often found in convenience stores.

      Fake marijuana is sold under brand names including KS, Spice and Genie.  It's marketed as incense or potpourri but people can get high smoking it.  Synthetic cocaine is sold as "bath salts" under brand names such as Ivory Wave and Vanilla Sky.
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      Delegate Meshea Poore, D-Kanawha, sponsored an amendment to the House bill to clarify that violators would face misdemeanor charges rather than felony charges.

      "We're not trying to hinder a person's life with a felony offense," she said.

      The Senate bill also adds the "party pill" BZP to the list of controlled substances.  Sen. Karen Facemyer, R-Jackson, is the bill's sponsor.  She said it goes a step further by allowing the state Board of Pharmacy to add drugs to the controlled substances list on an emergency basis when the Legislature is not in session.

     House Speaker Richard Thompson, D-Wayne, was asked if he anticipates that lawmakers will consider raising taxes this session to help cope with the state's growing problem of drug addiction.

    "I've not heard any talk of tax increases," said Thompson.  "But there are other sources of revenue that we might use to help with this problem."
     Other bills that passed the House last week and now are under consideration in the Senate include:

      --HB 2539, authorizing the West Virginia State Police to only use the services of the state designated laboratory at the Marshall University Forensic Science Center for certain criminal testing.

      --HB 2742, changing current law relating to death benefits from life insurance following a divorce so that the beneficiary is not the divorced partner but rather the next beneficiary in line.

      --HB2845, creating a new lifetime hunting, fishing and trapping license for senior citizens at a cost of $25.     
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