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LITTLE ROCK - A $575 million bond issue for improvements to Arkansas interstate highways would go before voters, under legislation passed by the state Senate.
The bonds would be paid off with a portion of federal highway funds that Arkansas is anticipated to receive, as well as with revenue from a 4-cent-a-gallon increase in the diesel tax authorized in 1999. The Highway and Transportation Department last year completed upgrades to 356 miles of Arkansas interstates, and highway officials say renewed bonding authority is essential for keeping them in proper maintenance.
The bond issue would have to be approved by voters in a statewide election. The measure, Senate Bill 840, is part of the highway package under consideration this legislative session. There are legislators who also want to spend $100 million from the state's budget surplus on highways.

The Senate approved HB 1426, which implements the legalized bingo that Arkansas voters approved in a statewide election last November. The bill limits the prize for a single game of bingo to $1,000. During a single session of bingo, the accumulated prizes may not exceed $7,500.

Only charitable, religious, civic, fraternal, educational and veterans groups may be licensed to conduct bingo games. Volunteer fire departments, medical and service groups and organizations that benefit police departments also may conduct bingo.

Under HB 1426, no person may receive compensation for organizing and operating bingo games. Only volunteers from the eligible organizations may promote and operate bingo.

The Senate approved SB 959, which prohibits gay couples from being foster parents. It also prohibits them from adopting children.
SB 923, which adds consumer protections to payday lending laws, was passed by the Senate and sent to the House of Representatives. It prohibits loan rollovers and clarifies the authority of base commanders to make payday lenders off limits to military personnel. 
Also, it prohibits payday lenders from going to a borrower's workplace to demand repayment of a loan, and it prohibits payday lenders from threatening borrowers with criminal prosecution.
Teenage drivers would have more restrictions on their driving privileges under SB 196, which the Senate passed. Teens with a learner's permit or an intermediate license would not be able to use a cell phone while they are behind the wheel. Also, they could not carry more than one other teenaged passenger, and they would be prohibited from driving between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m.
SB 196 has exceptions, and the prohibitions would not apply if there is an adult in the car. Also, teens could drive between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m. if they are going to work or to school, and in cases of emergency.

The Senate passed HB 1716, which requires motorists to signal before changing lanes.
