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   Charleston --  During the final days of the regular 60-day session of the 2011 West Virginia Legislature last week, Acting Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin convinced the House of Delegates and State Senate to approve his recommended one penny reduction in the state's current three percent consumer sales tax on food.  

     Tomblin had threatened to call lawmakers back into special session later this month if they failed to approve his recommended tax cut.  In his State of the State speech back on the opening day of the Legislature Jan. 12, the governor asked legislators to reduce the present consumer sales tax on food from three percent to two percent starting Jan. 1, 2012.

     Meanwhile, the House and Senate were still at odds on a pay raise proposal for teachers, school service personnel and other public employees going into the final two days of the session.   House members have passed a bill that calls for a two-year pay raise plan while the Senate prefers to provide pay raises for just the upcoming year.  

      Gov. Tomblin had recommended a one-time bonus payment that would not be an ongoing drain on state revenues but that idea gained no enthusiasm in either House.

      Legislation to regulate the production of natural gas from the Marcellus Shale strata was finally sent to the House floor by the Judiciary Committee last Wednesday with some changes to SB424 that had already passed the Senate'   But it also had to clear the House Finance Committee before it could come to a floor vote during the final two days of the session  so it was possible that legislation would wind up in a House-Senate conference committee during the final hours.
            HB2464, this year's version of a tougher ethics law, was also struggling to survive during the final days.  Comparable to the bill that passed the House a year ago only to die in the Senate, this year's version was the first bill passed in the House back in January but was changed again by the Senate and the House refused to accept the Senate version on March 7.  So that bill was in a House-Senate conference committee that was trying to work out an acceptable compromise before the Saturday midnight deadline. 

       The Senate defeated a controversial bill that would require a prescription to buy medicines containing ingredients used to make methamphetamine on a 16-16 tie vote last Thursday with Acting Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin, D-Logan, and Sen. Walt Helmick, D-Pocahontas both absent.  The House of Delegates had passed HB2946 a week earlier by a wide margin.
       By a vote of 91-6 in the House of Delegates last Thursday, the Legislature passed a bill to require West Virginia hospitals to pay a new temporary provider tax that would enable these acute care hospitals to draw down additional federal Medicaid funds.

      Delegate Don Perdue,  D-Wayne, told House members that these hospitals are seeking help in advance of possible cuts to Medicaid reimbursement rates that could happen as part of the new federal health care overhaul.  He also assured delegates that these hospitals will not be able to pass along to patients the cost of this tax with higher charges.
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       Among the bills given final approval during the last week of the session were:

       --Senate Joint Resolution 10, proposing an amendment to the state constitution that would repeal the present limitation of two four-year terms for a county sheriff.  If this amendment is ratified by voters at the 2012 general election, a county sheriff could serve as many four-year terms as the voters of that county would allow.  Two previous attempts in 1994 and 1986 to make this change were defeated by wide margins.

        --SB242, which would redistribute coal severance tax proceeds so that counties where coal is produced would get $4 million more of the tax revenues. By a 30-3 vote, supporters argued these counties currently lack such basic services as sewer systems despite the amount of tax revenue that is generated from the coal production.
       --HB2464, this year's version of a tougher ethics law for public officials that passed the House for the second straight year early in the session only to die in the Senate last year.   This year's Senate version did make some changes to the House bill and last Thursday, the House voted to refuse to accept the Senate changes and the bill was in a House-Senate conference committee.
       Among the bills passed by the House last week and sent to the Senate for action were:

       --HB3225, expanding the definition of harassment, intimidation or bullying in public schools to include "cyber bullying" and also to include incidents on school buses and at school bus stops.

       --HB3105 that would allow first responders who are answering a 911 emergency call to be given immunity from civil or criminal liability if they have to use force to gain entry to a residence where they have been summoned.

       --HB2888, strengthening the protections for whistleblowers who report unsafe working conditions in coal mines.      

                                                                           -30-
