April 26, 2010
    
The second deadline for the legislature has passed and we now see the bills in the final stages of the legislative process.  This will also be the time when we will see more happen with the state budget.  Up to this point, legislative leadership and Governor Henry have held meetings to determine where cuts will be made and what efforts will be included to balance our budget for Oklahoma .  The committees will also begin to have input as to how agencies will function.  

Many rumors have gone around about privatization of agencies and the reduction of staff.  No final agreement has passed regarding any agency, so any decision by agencies to cut staff in regards to Fiscal Year 2011 are preemptive at this point.  I do not support any cuts made at this point without a thorough analysis of what will happen to the clientele receiving service.  That being said, many areas, such as local and county governments and individual school systems have had to make some tough choices because they know at least some cuts are inevitible and state/federal mandates leave them little choice with at least a 3 to 10% cut from state funds depending on the final budget agreement. 

I was honored to have Rachel James, a student at Elgin High School , serve as my page this past week.  Rachel had the chance to work for us at the Capitol all last week and participated in the mock legislature.  She has expressed a desire to get involved with the political process, so I hope she learned some valuable lessons while working for the House of Representatives. 

            The House voted on a piece of legislation last week which I felt compelled to debate against and point out flaws.  The puppy mill legislation, Senate Bill 1712, would create a board to oversee the breeding of animals by people in the business of marketing puppies and kittens.  This board would have authority, under the State Board of Veterinary Medical Examiners, to implement rules and penalties for those who breed pets.  In essence, the two boards can authorize a punishment of up to $500 per animal per day on a breeder without legislative authorization on those penalties.  I was very disappointed to see such power be taken away from those elected to write such laws and punishments as there will be very little oversight when the legislature is not in session for eight months out of the year.  Above the rulemaking authority, the board also has the authority to hire their own personnel to enforce the rules and punishments or to contract with another entity to do such.  There is also no process for appeals mentioned in the bill should a person be charged with a penalty under this act.  The board also has the ability to set the amount and implement fees on the breeders, not the legislature as is often customary practice to avoid an excessive amount.  This essentially means this board can establish a fee, regulate the membership with private enforcement and not have due processes, except through the courts and charge up to $500 per animal per day for what they feel is a violation.  I’m hoping these, and other flaws, will be addressed in future legislation. 

            No one wants to see people act in bad faith with animals, but this bill, in my opinion, steps across too many lines of government regulation and intervention.  Every single dog breeder in my district with whom I have contact was opposed to this bill.  They felt, as I do, that this legislation will punish the legitimate breeders and do nothing to catch the bad-faith breeders who have less than eleven dogs and sell these animals on street corners.  No one wants to see the horror stories about cages stacked on top of each other with animals being mistreated, but we also have to see common sense applied to any regulation.  I do not want to drive legitimate breeders who raise papered animals out of business due to excessive government regulation and unreasonable fees and penalties.  This bill passed the House by a vote of 59-31, with 11 absent.  It now goes to the Senate to consider the House amendments. 

            The two bills we have received the most discussion about lately were the pieces of legislation vetoed by Governor Henry labeled as “pro-life” bills.  These were HB 2780, which requires an ultrasound of the fetus before an abortion can occur and HB 2656, legislation to prevent court cases involving wrongful life action or wrongful birth action.  I supported the override of both of these bills to allow them to become law, though I was unable to vote on one due to presiding officer closing the vote before I could get back to the chamber from the Senate during their Breast Cancer Awareness Day recognition.  Governor Henry did bring up points in his veto message which he felt could make the bills better and stand a better chance of holding up against a lawsuit.  We shall see if those points are brought up in a court case this year and if we see those amendments or future legislation in the following years as needed.  Both overrides passed overwhelmingly in the House on Monday. 

It is an honor to represent your views at the State Capitol. If you wish to contact me and discuss one of these or another issue, I can be reached at my office in Oklahoma City toll-free at 1-800-522-8502, or directly at 1-405-557-7305. My e-mail address is joedorman@okhouse.gov at work. My mailing address is PO Box 559 , Rush Springs , OK 73082 and my website is www.joedorman.com on the Internet. Thank you for taking time to read this column and I look forward to seeing you soon. 


