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Action Items: No action item this week.

Summary:
This was another very contentious week at the Capitol. Complaints regarding closed meetings, a domestic dispute between two house members, and a ploy by the senate Republican majority to force the minority Democrats¹ hand on an important education funding bill lead to an interesting week.   

Citizens File Complaints Against Representative Kohring:
Representative Kohring is facing ethics complaints filed by two citizens who say he held an illegal private meeting to discuss a coal bed methane bill. The complaints charge that Kohring, who chairs the House Special Committee on Oil and Gas, halted his own committee meeting so lawmakers could leave the room and talk in private. Kohring's meeting was to discuss a bill dealing with controversial issues relating to coal bed methane development in populated areas. 

Legislator Calls Police: 
State Representative Lesil McGuire (Chair House Judiciary Committee) called police during a reported domestic dispute. Neither she nor her domestic partner Representative Anderson (Chair of Labor & Commerce Committee) were charged by city attorneys. Juneau police released the report. 

SB 35: Education Spending Bill Stalls on Senate Floor:
The minority Democrats fought with the majority Republicans on the Senate floor over a plan to increase education spending by millions in return for a key budget-balancing vote. The Senate Finance Committee forwarded a proposal to increase funding for K-12 education and the University of Alaska by $88 million next year. Over $5.8 million was for the University of Alaska. The committee also attached a proposal that made the education increase dependent on the minority Democrats to deliver enough votes to access the state's Constitutional Budget Reserve to balance fiscal year 2004 and 2005 spending. Democrats, who use that three-quarters vote as a bargaining chip to win concessions in what is a largely a Republican-written budget, said no deal. 

Senate Starts Subcommitte Hearings:
The Senate Finance Committee has started subcommittee hearings. Most Departments have presented a quick overview of their proposed budget, explaining each increment and decrement. There has been little or no significant discussion or questioning.  Senator Green, Senate Finance co-chair has said she is inclined to go with the governor¹s budget proposal for the departments. 

New House Finance Schedule:
Representative Harris, House Finance Co-chair announced that he was pushing back consideration of the operating budget by two weeks. Under the new schedule, House Finance will take up proposed budget amendments on March 23-25 and the budget will see floor action on March 30-April 1. Representative Harris said the budget delay would give legislators more time to determine which revenue measures might have a chance of passing both bodies. 

Bills on the Move:
SeniorCare Legislation (HB 374):
Governor Murkowski signed HB 374 into law this week in a ceremony at the Juneau Senior Center. The law takes effect on April 1, 2004.  The applications for SeniorCare cash or prescription drug benefits will soon be available at senior centers, offices of the Division of Public Assistance and at the SeniorCare website at www.seniorcare.alaska.gov. 
Seniors currently receiving cash assistance under the senior assistance program will receive information and applications in the mail next week. A new Senior Information Office, operated by the Division of Senior and Disabilities Services, will serve as an information resource to seniors through its statewide toll-free telephone number (1-800-478-6065, and in Anchorage, 269-3680). The office web site (same as above) will provide an up-to-date directory of physicians that accept Medicaid and Medicare clients, available programs and services and prescription drug information and assistance.

SB 269: Senate Passes Bill Opening Kids' Library Records: 
SB 269, sponsored by Senator Green, passed the Senate this week by a vote of 14 to 4.  It gives parents the right to access their minor child's records at public libraries run by the state, a municipality, public schools and universities, and non-profit organizations. SB 269 now moves to the House for consideration.

HB 414: House Passes Bill to Let Voters Fill U.S. Senate Vacancies: 
The House approved HB 414 that would let voters, rather than the governor, choose the replacement when there's a vacancy in the U.S. Senate.  The bill as amended also allows the governor to appoint a qualified replacement until a special election can be held. Current law lets the governor pick a replacement if a U.S. Senate seat comes open with less than two and a half years left in the term. Anger over that process led to a citizen¹s initiative with more than 50,000 signatures for the ballot this fall. But if the Legislature passes a substantially similar bill, the initiative won't go on the ballot. 
The initiative was sponsored by three House Democrats - Eric Croft and Harry Crawford of Anchorage and David Guttenberg of Fairbanks. The Democrats said they fear the Republican-dominated Legislature will approve the bill this year to keep it off the ballot, then come back next year and repeal it. The Alaska Constitution prevents the Legislature from repealing a voter-approved initiative for two years after it passes. But if the Legislature passes a law, it can repeal it any time. HB 414 moves now to the Senate. 

HB 213: House Passes Drivers' License Bill: 
The House of Representatives passed HB 213 this week.  Sponsored by Representative Weyhrauch, the bill would require teens to drive with a learner's permit for six months and then get a provisional driver's license after turning 16. The provisional license would prohibit teens from driving between 1 and 5 a.m. Passengers in the car would have to be 21 or older. The provisional license would last six months. A teenager could apply for an unrestricted license after six months as long as he or she had not received a traffic conviction. The bill passed the house 31-3, with two legislators excused and four absent. The bill now goes to the Senate for consideration.

Committee Meetings:

(S)HEALTH, EDUCATION & SOCIAL SERVICES    Mar 08 Monday 1:30 PM        
HB 25     HEALTH CARE SERVICES DIRECTIVES                     


(H)STATE AFFAIRS    Mar 09 Tuesday 8:00 AM        
HB 459     PAPER TRAIL FOR ELECTRONIC VOTING                     
HB 431     MUNICIPAL DIVIDEND PROGRAM                     


(H)EDUCATION    Mar 09 Tuesday 11:00 AM        
HB 333     PUBLIC SCHOOL ENDOWMENT                     


(H)JOINT LEGISLATIVE HEALTH CAUCUS    Mar 09 Tuesday 12:00 PM        
"Does Alaska's Health Training Make the                     
     Grade? Workforce and Alaska's Health"                     


(H)WAYS & MEANS    Mar 10 Wednesday 7:00 AM        
HB 236     EMPLOYMENT TAX FOR EDUCATION                     


(S)LABOR & COMMERCE    Mar 11 Thursday 1:30 PM        
SB 319     CLAIMS AGAINST HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS                     


(S)STATE AFFAIRS    Mar 11 Thursday 3:30 PM        
SB 308     DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PROTECTIVE ORDERS
