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LITTLE ROCK – Creation of a lottery and expansion of health care programs were among the major accomplishments of the 2009 regular session of the legislature, which ended after 88 days.


Tax cuts were possible because the legislature budgeted very conservatively and kept spending as low as possible. 


The legislature reduced the sales tax on groceries by a penny, saving Arkansas consumers $40 million a year. Also, the legislature lowered taxes that manufacturing plants pay on utility bills. 

Other tax cuts enacted were an income tax credit for restoring historic structures and repeal of the sales tax on mini-warehouses and self storage rentals. Film makers who produce movies in Arkansas will get rebates and incentives.

The General Assembly raised taxes on cigarettes and smokeless tobacco to pay for a statewide trauma system. Public health officials say it will save several hundred lives a year by improving access to emergency care in every corner of Arkansas.


The tobacco tax also will pay for expansions to more than 20 health care programs. For example, an additional 8,000 children from poor and working class families will become eligible for ARKids First, an extension of the Medicaid program.


Revenue from the tobacco tax will benefit community health centers and Area Health Education Centers. It will make available to more people early diagnosis and treatment of cancer. More adults will get dental care and more people will get flu shots.


A new law allows the police to stop motorists for not wearing seat belts. Teenaged drivers will be prohibited from talking on cell phones or text messaging while they drive, and will be prohibited from driving after 11 p.m. unless they're accompanied by an adult.

Also, a new law prohibits drivers of any age from text messaging or accessing the Internet through a cell phone while they're behind the wheel.


A package of new laws will strengthen penalties for domestic abuse, especially for repeat offenders. One new law creates the crime of choking. Another makes it a felony to violate a protective order a second time.


Voting laws were amended to prevent voter fraud, particularly through the fraudulent use of absentee ballots. Aggravated cruelty to horses, dogs and cats will be a felony for a first offense.


The new lottery will provide scholarships for thousands of students at Arkansas colleges and universities, including non-traditional and part-time students. The amounts of scholarships will depend on how many lottery tickets are sold. If sales are brisk the scholarships may be as much as $6,000.

The legislature referred three proposed constitutional amendments to the general election ballot of November, 2010. One would guarantee all Arkansas citizens the right to hunt and fish. Another would give economic development officials more flexibility to go after superprojects. 


A third proposal would remove interest rate caps on consumer loans and remove limits on interest paid by government entities when they issue bonds. Also, it would authorize the state to issue revenue bonds for energy efficiency projects.
