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LITTLE ROCK - Arkansas voters would decide whether the legislature meets every year, under a proposed constitutional amendment endorsed by the Senate and House Committees on State Agencies and Governmental Affairs.
Under the current Arkansas Constitution, the legislature meets every other year, in odd-numbered years. Legislators write budgets for state agencies using forecasts of the next two years of economic activity. For example, lawmakers are now considering budgets that will govern state agency spending until June 30, 2009.

HJR 1004, if approved by voters, would convene the legislature every year. In the even-numbered years the legislature would meet for 30 days and would only consider budget issues. The sessions could be extended for 15 days, if necessary, by a vote of 3/4 of each chamber. It could only be extended once.

The State Agencies Committees also endorsed a proposed amendment to repeal obsolete sections in the Constitution that govern election laws, such as language referring to a poll tax.
In every regular session, the legislature may refer three proposed amendments to voters. Other proposed amendments failed to receive the necessary support last week, but they may be voted on again. They include measures to establish a state lottery, to protect the rights of hunters, to abolish the office of constable and to require a 3/4 majority of the legislature to raise the state sales tax.
Proposed amendments referred this year by the legislature will be on the general election ballot in November, 2008.

Also last week the Senate approved SB 18 to expand the system of drug courts in Arkansas. It would authorized the creation of drug courts for juveniles, whereas now they are only for adults.
There are 37 drug courts in Arkansas. Almost 1,500 non-violent offenders have gone through drug courts instead of going to prison. They submitted to frequent and random drug tests, as well as close supervision.

Also last week the Senate passed SB 237, which promotes the production of alternative fuels. Under the bill, beginning in 2009 all diesel-powered vehicles in the state fleet would have to burn fuel with at least 2 percent biofuel. It is among a package of bills intended to reduce our dependence on foreign oil. Also, many alternative fuels are less harmful to the environment than petroleum products.
The governor publicly supported legislation that gives the state Health and Human Services Department more flexibility in placing children with mental illnesses and emotional problems. 
A recent survey found that an inordinate number of Arkansas children are placed in a residential facility when they are diagnosed with mental illnesses. In other states, a higher percentage of troubled children receive treatment on an out-patient basis, or in a community-based program.

HB 2358 creates a system that ensures emotionally disturbed children are treated in the least restrictive environment, as long as it is appropriate.

The Senate also approved SB 777 which makes it a felony to torture animals, or to kill animals for pleasure. It does not affect livestock or veterinary practices.
