February 19, 2009


LITTLE ROCK - Legislation to prohibit the sale of novelty cigarette lighters was passed by the Senate Thursday.


The bill was supported by a long list of fire fighting organizations and public safety groups. Arkansas would join 13 states and 20 major cities that have already banned novelty lighters.


Children and the elderly are most commonly the victims of house fires caused by novelty lighters. Two years ago, two young toddlers in Russellville died in a fire that started when they were playing with a lighter shaped like a toy motorcycle. When it was clicked on, flames came out the exhaust pipe.


Novelty lighters are shaped like toys, cartoon characters, musical instruments and animals. Under the Senate bill passed Thursday, sale of novelty lighters could bring a fine of up to $500, with the violator having to pay court costs.


In other business, the Senate passed a package of bills requested by the Department of Human Services to modernize some regulations in the foster care system.


The bills clarify who can become the guardian of a minor in the foster care system, and how long the Department has jurisdiction when children are placed in foster homes.


One important goal is to better prepare older foster children for life as adults. For example, one bill directs case workers to make sure foster children have social security cards, birth certificates, health records and family photos when they become 18.


Department staff will help foster children apply for college when they turn 18, as well as helping them get health insurance and find a place to live.
