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LITTLE ROCK - The Arkansas Senate voted to expand the authority of case workers to investigate suspected abuse or neglect of senior citizens.

Senate Bill 266 allows staff of the Human Services Department to seek temporary custody of an elderly person if it is necessary to evaluate the condition of the person. The state would still have to get permission from a judge.
The bill is prompted in part by a tragic case out of Benton County, in which an elderly woman died of neglect and her son was sentenced to prison for failing to care for her. A Human Services worker had visited the woman just a few weeks before she died.

SB 266 also adds to the list of people who are required to notify authorities if they believe they have witnessed abuse or neglect of the elderly. Under current law, physicians, nurses, social workers and health professionals must report suspected abuse or neglect. SB 266 adds mailmen, clergy, code enforcement officials, people who work for animal control and volunteers for organizations that help the elderly.
The Senate also passed SB 227 to make failure to wear a seatbelt a primary offense. Current law requires the driver and front seat passengers to wear seat belts, but failure to do so is not a primary offense. That means a police officer cannot issue a ticket for failure to wear a seat belt unless the officer has stopped the vehicle for other violations, such as speeding.
In 2005, there were 543 fatal accidents on Arkansas highways and more than two-thirds of the victims, 68 percent, were not wearing seat belts. 
According to accident investigators, 66 of those victims died after being thrown from their vehicles. Experts predict that a tighter law on seat belts will increase usage by 12 percent, which translates into 50 lives being saved in Arkansas. 
SB 59, which strengthens campaign finance laws, was passed by the Senate and sent to the House. It doubles the amount of the fines for violations. The maximum fine increases from $1,000 to $2,000. Current law already prohibits an elected official from using a state office for campaign purpose, and SB 59 adds language that prohibits elected officials from using threats and coercion to make a state employee work for their campaigns.
The Senate approved legislation to give law enforcement another weapon to use against the manufacture of methamphetamine. SB 296 creates a "real time" computer system linking pharmacies and the Arkansas Crime Information Center.
Authorities will be able to track suspicious purchases of pseudoephedrine and other cold medications commonly used to make meth. For example, they will know when someone buys the maximum allowable volume of cold medications at every pharmacy in town, in a short period of time.

The Senate approved a HB 1004 to enhance penalties for cooking meth in the presence of people over the age of 70, and people who are incapacitated. Current law already contains enhanced penalties for making meth in the presence of children. The process creates toxic wastes that can severely damage the health of people within the same building as the meth lab.
A bill to create more drug courts, SB 18, was debated at length in the Senate Judiciary Committee. It remains to be considered by the full Senate, however. 
