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MINUTES

HOUSE INTERIM COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION
SENATE INTERIM COMMITTEE ON TRANSPORTATION, TECHNOLOGY &

LEGISLATIVE AFFAIRS

MEETING JOINTLY

Tuesday, March 18, 2008
9:00 a.m.
Mt. Magazine State Park Lodge
Paris, Arkansas

The House Interim Committee on Public Transportation and the Senate Interim Committee on Transportation, Technology and Legislative Affairs met jointly on Tuesday, March 18, 2008, at 9:00 a.m., in the Mt. Magazine State Park Lodge, Paris, Arkansas.  
House Transportation Committee members in attendance:  Representatives Robbie Wills, Chair; Fred Allen, Larry Cowling, Monty Davenport, Jim House, Johnny Hoyt, Donna Hutchinson, Lance Reynolds, Johnnie Roebuck, Gene Shelby, Randy Stewart and David Wyatt; non-voting members:  Representatives Pam Adcock, Eddie Cheatham, David Dunn and J. R. Rogers
Senate Transportation, Technology and Legislative Affairs members in attendance:  Senators Sharon Trusty, Vice Chair; Kim Hendren and Jerry Taylor
Also attending:  Representatives Tommy Lee Baker, Stan Berry, Nancy Blount, Stephanie Flowers, Eddie Hawkins, Allen Maxwell, Jim Medley, Robert Moore, George Overbey, Bill Sample, John Paul Wells and Jon Woods
Representative Wills called the meeting to order.  
MINUTES ( JANUARY 17, 2008  (Exhibit C)
Representative Cowling made the motion to approve the minutes and, without objection, the minutes were adopted.
CONSIDERATION TO ADOPT INTERIM STUDY PROPOSAL 2007-213 ( "requesting that the Arkansas Legislative Council study the impact of the State transportation system and its condition in terms of safety, economics, education, and other social factors"  (Exhibit D)

Representative Maxwell, sponsor, was recognized and stated the purpose is to study how Arkansas highways are financed and the impact to highway and maintenance, economic development, etc.

Senator Trusty made the motion to adopt ISP 2007-213 for interim study and, without objection, the motion carried.
CONTINUED DISCUSSION OF ACT 718 OF 2007 ( "to revise the penalty for passing a school bus and to simplify the reporting of a violation of the passing of a school bus"  (Exhibit E)

Senator Hendren, sponsor, Act 718 of 2007, was recognized and gave an update on the implementation of the Act.  He read two letters of complaint from a bus driver and a motorist voicing concerns over illegal passing of stopped school buses and traffic jams caused by school buses loading and unloading children.  Senator Hendren noted this problem as a very big issue and asked for input on corrective measures.
Mr. Bob McMahan, Prosecutor Coordinator, Office of the Prosecutor Coordinator, was recognized and noted that information requested from county prosecutors is in the members' packets.  He pointed out that this does not encompass violations filed with the city attorneys.  Prosecuting attorneys take this issue very seriously but often do not have enough information to proceed with prosecution of these violations.  Many prosecutors would like to see emphasis on educating the public.  Pulaski County Prosecutor's Office sends out a warning letter and attaches a copy of the law; they have not had any repeat offenders.  The most successful prosecutions are those in which the violator is cited by law enforcement.  Mr. McMahan is not aware of any other traffic offense requiring the type of reporting required in this legislation.  
Mr. Chuck Lange, Executive Director, Arkansas Sheriffs' Association, was recognized and noted each year his organization offers to present a program to school children on bus safety.  Mr. Lange would like to institute protocol training in the sheriffs' meetings to ensure that deputies are performing as they should.  Mr. Lange also suggested radio and television public service programs on school bus safety.  Other tools include more training in schools as well as more training for drivers, teachers, and local and state law enforcement.  Law enforcement should be notified of any violations on the front end as it would be easier to identify the vehicle in the violation and issue a citation to the owner of the vehicle.  If the owner is not the driver, he/she can usually identify who was driving the vehicle at that time.

As requested, Mr. Scott Bennett, Assistant Chief Engineer, AHTD, explained the anti-littering program.  A public information campaign was used at the start of the program promoting the 1‑800 anti-littering phone number, which received over 100,000 calls during the first 1½ years of operation.  When a violation is reported, AHTD sends a warning letter to the individual.  Those with multiple violations receive a visit from a Highway Police Officer.  AHTD will advise the committees of the program cost at a later date.   
Mr. Mike Chaney, Rogers school bus driver, was recognized and stated he did not agree with issuing a warning to a driver who passes a school bus.  He stated the law prohibits drivers using a cell phone while operating a school bus.  The law originally intended that the registered owner of a vehicle would be cited for the violation.  Present law imposes a $125 fine if a school bus driver does not report an incident.  He stressed the importance of bus drivers receiving feedback to let them know their efforts are not wasted.  
Mr. Clark Hoper, Benton school bus driver, was recognized and noted that morale is very low among bus drivers.  The same effort put forth for DUIs should be extended towards safety for the children on school buses.  A driver that ignores the red lights activated on a bus do not need a warning, they need a ticket.
Mr. Mike Simmons, Senior Transportation Manager, Division of Facilities and Transportation, Department of Education, explained that a section of the statute does allow the driver to use a cell phone when calling 911 or the fire/police department, but the bus must not be in motion.  Mr. Simmons pointed out that this is an education process.  Many prosecutors and school districts are not on the same page with how to report and investigate violations.  Mr. Simmons would like to be involved in drafting new legislation or amending current law.  He stated that State Capitol Police tell bus drivers they cannot use flashing red lights in front of the Capitol while loading and unloading school children.  School bus safety is a national problem that needs to be addressed.  Arkansas's Driver's Manual has very little information on passing school buses.  
During the discussion, the following suggestions were made:
· a partnership between Highway Police, State Police and local law enforcement to aid in aggressively enforcing this legislation

· re-wording the legislation to include law enforcement in the investigation on the front end

· amend present legislation to allow bus drivers to call law enforcement with information on the violation and then report to the superintendent

· educating the public and school bus drivers on school bus safety at the start and during the school year

· a statewide public awareness program on the law regarding passing a stopped school bus

· posting a toll-free number on the back of the bus for persons to report school bus violations (such as 1‑800‑PASSBUS which would be easy to remember; may require an appropriation)  

Senator Hendren asked that suggestions for improving this law be emailed to him, committee chairs, committee members or committee staff.  Representative Wills suggested to Senator Hendren that it would be appropriate for him to come back before the committee with recommendations that can be put in the form of a bill. 

With no further business, the meeting adjourned at 10:30 a.m.
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