Commentary-Transmittal Break
February 23, 2005


The State Legislature today recessed one day early for its Transmittal Break, marking the halfway point in the 90-day legislative session.  Transmittal marks the point where most legislation—with some exceptions—moves from one chamber to the other.  In other words, bills that started in the House need to have been introduced, heard, passed and transmitted to the Senate.  Similarly, bills introduced in the Senate need to have been transmitted to the House by now.  

So far, there have been 2,350 bill drafts requested.  Not all of those requests actually get introduced; so in reality, there were “only” 1,428 bills or resolutions that were introduced in the first half of the Legislative Session.  Of those bills, a large number never made it out of committee, and then another batch of bills that passed out of committees were subsequently defeated on the floor of the House or Senate.

We’ve heard a lot about some of these bills.  Here’s a glimpse of some others bills that may not have made the headlines.

HB106 would have authorized the Public Service Commission to review major sales or transfers of utility assets.  A last minute amendment would have altered the compromise that kept this bill together, and the bill was scuttled in committee.

HB112 would encourage state employees to “telework” from off-site locations using telecommunications capabilities to perform various work functions.  That bill has been transmitted to the Senate and is awaiting further action.

HB432 would have added a reckless driving offense to a driver who has an accident while using a cell phone.  In the same vein, HB504 would have banned using hand-held communications devices while driving.  Opponents to these bills pointed out cell phones account for only a small percentage of driver distractions.  Much higher on the list of distractions are eating food while driving, grooming, conversation, fiddling with automobile instruments, roadside activity and a host of other distractions.  Both bills were tabled in committee.

HB539 was intended to allow Qwest to offer promotions and other non-essential services without having to jump through regulatory hurdles that its competitors don’t have to jump through.  But the bill was written in a way that went beyond the bill’s intent, so it was tabled.

HB630 would require agencies to issue regulatory impact statements before issuing regulations that would affect small businesses in Montana.  This is modeled after the Federal Regulatory Flexibility Act, and the House passed this bill and sent it to the Senate.


HB732 is intended to thwart identity theft.  This is too good an idea to let die, so the House passed this bill.  However, as written, it is an immensely complicated, and burdensome bill to implement.  The bill’s supporters promise to work with affected parties to craft a more workable bill before it reaches the Senate Floor.

SB80 would outlaw driving with open containers of alcoholic beverages in vehicles.  The bill was amended in the Senate to prevent a violation of the law from showing up on a driver’s records.  From a business perspective, the amendment is bad news because companies that hire drivers won’t know if the drivers they hire have violated the open containers law.  Moreover, insurance companies would assign a higher risk to insuring drivers in a state where they don’t know if drivers have violated the law.  
SB321 would have required periodic reviews of utility rates, despite the fact that most utilities haven’t increased their rates in years and despite existing law that authorizes the public service commission to initiate rate reviews at any time.  Many telecommunications companies, like wireless or cable companies, aren’t even regulated by the Public Service Commission.  Opponents argued that the bill caused way more burden than benefit, and the Senate killed the bill. 

SB428 would create a “211” referral number for human service organizations.  It would work like “511” traffic information, but instead of traffic information, callers would be referred to various hotlines for domestic violence, alcohol abuse, and the like.  This bill passed one committee and has been referred to another for further hearing.

This is just a taste of some of the “other” bills--either dead or alive--that are being considered in the Legislature.  If you’re interested in learning more about any of the legislation being considered this year, go to the Legislature’s home page at leg.state.mt.us.

For Montana public radio, this is Geoff Feiss of the Montana Telecommunications Association.

