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The first two weeks of that biennial Carson City gathering known as the Nevada State Legislature are in the books – two weeks of drugs, roads, education, budgets, and a forthcoming presidential forum. And, as always, questions, questions, and more questions. 

The 74th Regular Session of the Nevada Legislature got off to a historic start with only a minor hiccup. Assemblywoman Barbara Buckley (D-Las Vegas) was elected the first female Speaker of the Assembly by a unanimous, er, almost unanimous vote on opening day. The by now infamous lone “nay” vote came from freshman Assemblyman Ty Cobb (R-Reno) who took quite a beating from Democrats and Republicans alike, though his action seems to have re-energized the ultra-conservative base. 

Not to be distracted, Speaker Buckley gave a rousing, lengthy, and policy-laden speech, including calls for education reform and funding (most notably full-day kindergarten), ethics reform, and improvements in healthcare delivery.

Next up, a clarion call to tackle head-on the overwhelmingly complex and socially debilitating issue of methamphetamine – its use, production, and proliferation. Trumpeted by Governor Gibbons in his State of the State speech as a major focus of his administration, it was First Lady Dawn Gibbons who led the charge at a packed hearing before a panel of state lawmakers – a hearing that was emotionally and factually brutal. There seems little question the state will do something – the question is what.

The balance of Week One was consumed by various budget hearings, informational presentations, and, somewhat uncharacteristically, the introduction of nearly 100 pieces of legislation. Many veteran lawmakers and lobbyists alike were heard to comment on this session’s fast start thanks to more pre-filed bills than ever – a measure designed to “jump start” the law-making process. To many long time observers, the pace was more mid-session form, with several bills being heard during each committee hearing. 

Of particular note was a presentation from the Governor’s Blue ribbon Task Force on Transportation – no, not this governor, the other (former) one. In presentations to the combined taxation committees and later to the joint 

transportation committees, the Task Force outlined the $3.8 billion dollar transportation infrastructure needs facing the state right now. Against the backdrop of Governor Gibbons “no new taxes” pledge, legislators were puzzled over how to generate the necessary revenue to address the issue, leading some lawmakers to call for sending a transportation tax measure to a vote of the people. This prompted the sounding of an alarm by one of the Task Force members, a long-time transportation consultant, who emphasized the average start-to-finish time of a major road construction project is about 10 years – “and we’re already 10 years behind.” By the end of the second week other lawmakers were not content to wait to let the voters decide, and were devising plans to act now.

Week Two began as “Education Week” with a presentation by the state’s school superintendents on their billion-dollar iNVest plan to improve schools. That was followed by a Democrat press conference announcing their education plan and pushing back against the governor’s education plan. Democrats again emphasized their support for full day kindergarten, performance pay for teachers, and teacher incentives. Democrats and superintendents both criticized the governor’s empowerment plan primarily because its funding source strips money from existing teacher incentive programs. The governor responded that he was only reacting to what school superintendents had described to him as an ineffective incentive program. And that was just Monday!

The balance of the week was slower as the pace seemed to noticeably dwindle. Though there are approximately 250 pieces of legislation introduced to this point, a rumor is circulating that the Legislative Counsel Bureau – the army of lawyers and policy analysts tasked with drafting all of the legislation – already is two to three weeks behind, a situation that doesn’t usually occur for another few weeks in the course of a legislative session. With roughly 1200 bills requested, the 120-day clock seems to be ticking louder than ever.

Here’s a first: the coming week will see a Presidential Forum come to Carson City headlined by United States Senator Hillary Clinton (D-NY). The event stems from Nevada winning the right to host an early presidential caucus and is the first of what political party patrons hope will be many. A notable exception from the forum is Senator Barrack Obama (D-Il) who declined to participate in the forum next week, but is scheduled to make a stop in Las Vegas a couple of days before the February 21st event in Carson City.

As for the legislative session, while the next few days may seem “slow” the echo can be heard of a steady drumbeat of hearings and debates on legislation, on policy, on programs, and, of course, on money as we begin down the bumpy road towards the 120th day – June 4th.  

There has not been any action taken on any of the bills we have forwarded to you.  Our future reports will update you on individual bill activity.
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