From the Statehouse – February 27, 2009

In a rare departure for this difficult budget year, this week’s newsletter does not address the state budget.  Instead, it deals with three important bills on: (a) new restrictions for teenage drivers; (b) greater punishment for those who injure police officers; and (c) providing regulatory certainty for businesses and schools that produce carbon dioxide.

Graduated License for Teenage Drivers
I am proud to have chaired the subcommittee that crafted an important bill aimed at reducing accidents among teenage drivers.  This bill, which I also carried on the floor of the Kansas House, would establish a graduated driver’s license for Kansas youth under the age of 17.  Last week, the Kansas House overwhelmingly passed this bill, which now heads to the Senate for further consideration.
The graduated driver’s license would make four key changes in driver’s license law for Kansas teenagers, while making no changes to the existing farm permit.  Studies have shown that there are three main causes of accidents by teen drivers: inexperience, distractions, and difficult driving conditions.  The four changes in the graduated driver’s license are specifically tailored to address these three issues.

First, the graduated driver’s license would require Kansas youth to hold a learner’s permit for one year before obtaining a full driver’s license and drive for at least 50 hours under that permit.  If Kansas teens complete this requirement, they can receive a full driver’s license at the age of 16.  
Second, under the graduated driver’s license, a teen who receives a full license on his or her 16th birthday cannot drive after 9:00 p.m. at night during their first 6 months of full licensure unless driving to and from work or school.  
Third, during these initial 6 months, a teen driver cannot have more than one non-adult passenger in the car, except for their brother or sister. 

 Fourth, 16-year-old drivers would be banned from using cell phones while driving during this 6-month restricted period.

After a 16-year-old driver has driven on a full license for 6 months, these three restrictions will be eliminated.  For Kansas teens who get a full license on their sixteenth birthday, they will have a completely unrestricted license when they turn 16 ½. 

The graduated driver’s license is not a perfect solution to our high rate of teen driving accidents and fatalities.  Nor will it solve the tragedy of teen auto accidents.  Studies have shown, however, that this graduated driver’s license will reduce teen accidents and save lives.  I hope that the Senate quickly passes the bill and the Governor signs it so that these important safety measures can take effect in Kansas.  
Imprisonment for Battery Against a Law Enforcement Officer
Last week, the Kansas House also passed by a 121-3 margin legislation that I drafted with the help of Independence Police Chief Ken Parker.  This bill (HB 2060) would ensure that criminals who seriously injure law enforcement officers spend time in prison.  

Under current Kansas law, it is a level VII felony to commit battery causing bodily harm against an on-duty law enforcement officer.  A criminal who injures a law enforcement officer, however, is presumed to receive only probation.    As such, almost no criminals convicted of this level VII felony serve jail time.

HB 2060 changes this result.  It provides a statutory presumption that these offenders will serve time in prison for their crime.  Specifically, HB 2060 would change the Kansas Sentencing Guidelines to recommend imprisonment for battery convictions that result in bodily harm to a law enforcement officer.   This approach for punishing battery crimes that injure law enforcement officers is similar to the one currently used in Nebraska.
Police officers put their lives on the line every day to protect Kansans.  HB 2060 would ensure that criminals who seriously injure our officers spend time in prison for their crime.  I hope the Senate and the Governor give speedy approval to this important bill.
Regulatory Certainty for Carbon Dioxide Emissions – the Holcomb Power Plant
The final issue is one that will seem familiar to those of you who received my newsletter last year. Last year, extensive controversy existed over the Governor’s rejection of the proposed Holcomb coal-fired power plant based on the carbon dioxide emissions from these proposed facilities.  Currently, the nation and Kansas have no regulation on carbon dioxide emissions.  Nonetheless, the Governor decided that climate change concerns gave her the power to reject the proposed coal-fired power plant based on its carbon dioxide emissions.

This, in my opinion, is the core problem with the Governor's decision.  Kansas should not reject facilities based on carbon dioxide emissions without a clear standard that applies to all new facilities so that our business community can know how their operation will be regulated (if at all) by the state.  Without such guidance, all Kansas industry (and certainly all power plants) could be subject to the same standards that led to the Holcomb plant's rejection (standards which are unknown and certainly have never been published).

To prevent this regulatory uncertainty and the resulting harm that this would cause Kansans and their businesses, I voted for HB 2014.  I voted in favor of this bill to help establish a modern energy policy for Kansas, while: (a) ensuring that we have an ample supply of electricity over the coming years and (b) ending the regulatory uncertainty around the treatment of carbon-dioxide emissions in Kansas. 

 I hope this bill leads to the following three results:

1. Allow the power plants, while requiring that they use and update the facilities with the best available carbon capture and cleaning technology

2. Adopt comprehensive guidelines (subject to legislative review) that govern emissions standards throughout the state for new industry, not existing facilities.  These must balance environmental concerns and the need to grow business in Kansas.

3. Formulate a comprehensive Kansas energy policy focusing on nuclear power, gasified coal, wind, solar, and other renewable energy sources.  This effort should lead to a cleaner environment for our children and less dependence on foreign energy.

Thank you as always for your interest in the Kansas Legislature.  If you have any questions about these issues, or any others, please do not hesitate to contact me at 785-296-7663 or by email at king@house.ks.gov.

