SL 2011 report #2

The 2011 session of the General Assembly began Jan 12 2011. In addition to the normal first day changes in committee assignments, two new members who were elected in special elections on January 11 2011 were sworn in. Greg Habeeb is the new delegate from the 8th district, and Bill Stanley is the new senator in the 19th district. Delegate Tom Gear of the 91st delegate district has announced his resignation for health reasons. It is unlikely that constitutional requirements for the timing of a special election will permit his replacement before the end of the regular session.  Governor McDonnell gave his state of the Commonwealth address to the joint session of the General assembly on the evening of Wednesday the 12th of January. He identified his four top priorities for the people this session as; Creating new jobs and business opportunities, making college more affordable and accessible for our students, putting $4 billion into transportation over the next three years to get traffic moving and new jobs created, without a tax increase, and to reform state government by prioritizing state spending, eliminating or consolidating targeted agencies, boards and commissions, and reforming our state pension system to ensure its long term viability for our employees and their families. At the end of day 1 of the 2011 session the bill count is now 1189 new bills in the HOD and 711 in the Senate. Many bills are identical and will be rolled into one, but they all must reach the committee to do that. With a few more days to file bills and a total of 45 days to complete action it will be a busy session.
Delegate O’Bannion is asking the Attorney General if it is constitutional for the legislature to authorize spending state funds for private groups. The issue is that contributions to private groups may violate Article 3 section 16 of the Virginia Constitution; “The General Assembly shall not make any appropriation of public funds, personal property, or real estate to any church or sectarian society, or any association or institution of any kind whatever which is entirely or partly, directly or indirectly, controlled by any church or sectarian society. Nor shall the General Assembly make any like appropriation to any charitable institution which is not owned or controlled by the Commonwealth; the General Assembly may, however, make appropriations to nonsectarian institutions for the reform of youthful criminals and may also authorize counties, cities, or towns to make such appropriations to any charitable institution or association.” State lawmakers have for years gotten around the provision by classifying charities as "historical" or "cultural" agencies." Governor McDonnell has proposed that the state give $500,000 to Operation Smile, a Hampton Roads-based charity that helps children with facial deformities, and another $500,000 to Virginia's food banks. He's also suggested they spend $1 million to promote OpSail 2012, a tourist event that will bring tall sailing ships to ports along the Eastern seaboard to commemorate the War of 1812.

