General Assembly Report

February 20, 2010

The Virginia General Assembly is in session in Richmond for a long budget session which happens every two years. VA PTA is there advocating for our children and for our positions. While the General Assembly is in session you can go to the VA PTA web site and download our Bill Tracking document to check the status of the bills we are following. This session of the General Assembly ends on Saturday, March 13th.

Virginia PTA supports the following bills:

HB 1156 (Delegate Oder, R-Newport News) Protective Orders; Minor may petition

This bill is a direct result of the Resolution on Teen Dating Violence passed by VA PTA at our Convention in November. This bill would allow teens to petition the court themselves for a protective order. While following this bill VA PTA was encouraged to support SB 208 (Senator Barker, D-Alexandria). That bill expands the definition of family which is part of the problem teens have seeking a protective order, Virginia’s current definition of family is very strict. Both of these bills were continued to 2011.

HB 1234 (Delegate McClellan, D-Richmond) Criminal History Checks at Gun Shows

This bill would close the Gun Show Loophole and require private sellers to conduct background checks. Current law does not require private sellers to conduct checks, in fact, they can not as they do not have access to the state database. This bill was Passed By Indefinitely (PBI’ed) by non-recorded voice vote in the House Sub-Committee on Militia, Police and Public Safety. 

SB 412 (Senator Vogel, R-Winchester) Local School Boards to set first day of school

This bill would remove the post-Labor Day school opening requirement. Currently only school divisions that earn a “good-cause” waiver from the Virginia Board of Education may open before Labor Day. Eleven calendar bills were introduced on the House and Senate this year with only one moving forward, that bill (HB 557, Delegate Tata, R-Va Beach) allows local school boards to certify their good cause for a waiver. SB 412 passed the Senate Education Committee by one vote, was referred to the Senate Commerce and Labor Committee that PBIed it by a vote of 14-1.

VA PTA opposes the following bills:

HB 70 (Delegate Carrico, R-Galax) Non-public School Students Participation in Interscholastic programs

This bill was incorporated into HB 926 (Delegate Bell, R-Charlottesville). This bill would allow non-public school students to participate in public school interscholastic sports programs, although HB 926 would require they pay a fee. VA PTA’s position is that public school activities should be reserved for public school students who are required to meet the academic and behavior requirements of the local school division in order to participate. Non-public school students may or may not have similar requirements. This bill was continued to 2011.

HB 96 (Delegate Loupassi, R-Richmond) 65% Spending requirement

This bill would require local school divisions to spend 65% of their budgets on the classroom. This bill would require Virginia to define a state-wide definition of “classroom” for instance, building classrooms is not considered a classroom expense, some definitions do not include librarians. VA PTA believes that this definition could be different from school to school and division to division and should be left to the local school division. This bill passed the House (63-35) and has been assigned to the Senate Subcommittee on Public Education.

HB 72 (Delegate Carrico, R-Galax) Penalties for Possession of a Firearm on School Property

This bill would lower the penalty for bringing a gun to school from a Class 6 Felony to a Class 1 Misdemeanor. If the gun was brought to school with the intent to use it unlawfully or with the intent to endanger another then the penalty would be a Class 6 Felony. VA PTA’s position is that schools should be gun-free zones. This bill was laid on the table in the House Subcommittee on Militia, Police and Public Safety by a vote of 3-2.

Budget Amendments:

Governor McDonnell’s Budget

HB/SB 30- House and Senate Amendments to McDonnell’s Budget

VA PTA is monitoring the work on Virginia’s Biennium Budget (2010-2012). Cuts to K-12 public education are historic and as the budget amendments to Governor’s Kiane’s budget go to Conference to reach a compromise, VA PTA will be working closely with our legislators to protect funding as much as possible.  Keeping in mind that Kaine’s budget cut nearly $800 million from K-12 Public Education, McDonnell proposes an additional $731 million in cuts to make up for the $2 billion shortfall since he rejected the Kaine revenue enhancements. An initial look at the House and Senate Budgets show each of them cutting less than McDonnell proposed, but we will have to watch what happens. Interestingly the support staff cap VA PTA opposed last session knowing it would become permanent if passed, did, indeed, become permanent. That action results in a loss of another $650 million on top of the Kaine and McDonnell cuts although they do not show up as a cut on any budget as they are the result of a policy change.  So if McDonnell’s budget passes as written losses to K-12 Public Education would actually be $800M (Kaine) plus $731M (McDonnell) plus $650M (support staff funding loss) for a total of over $2 billion over the two year biennium.
Interestingly the Senate did include a permanent funding source for Internet Crimes Against Children (ICAC) divisions. This fall, VA PTA members adopted a position in support of full funding of ICACs, so this is some good news out of the budget.
You can always go to the General Assembly’s Legislative Services web site to look up bills, find your legislators, and track legislation. The web site is http://leg1.state.va.us

