2007 LEGISLATIVE UPDATE #1 – 60TH SESSION

as of 11 February 2007
On Wednesday, 10 January 2007, your associations hosted the 60th Legislative Session Senators and Representatives at an evening reception.  While we had a small turnout of Legislators (approx 50) those who were there enjoyed themselves and heard a lot about our efforts. This event sets the stage for our efforts during the legislative session.
The highlight of our legislative reception is the presentation of award recognition to select legislators thanking them for their continued support of the military and veterans.  The “Guardian of the Guard” award went to former Senator Mike Wheat, (D) Bozeman.  He was honored for his outstanding work in developing the Montana Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act (MT USERRA). This effort resulted in a model state version of the federal USERRA. Our National Guard members, when serving in a military duty status not protected by the federal USERRA (usually State Active Duty for emergencies) are well protected thanks to Senator Wheat. The Guardian of the Guard award is conferred on a former member of the legislature.

The “Colonel Harry C. Kessler, First Montana Volunteer Award” was presented to two current legislators.  First, Representative Tim Callahan, (D) Great Falls, was honored for his continuing support of our National Guard Scholarship Program in his capacity serving on the House Appropriations Committee. His efforts in committee preserved our program in the early years when money was very hard to find. Representative Callahan is a true friend of the Guard. 
The final recipient of the Kessler Award was Senator Daniel McGee, (R) Laurel.  Senator McGee has carried many bills for our Association over the past several sessions. Recently he sponsored legislation for our Tuition Waiver initiative and a Tax Credit for Employers of and Self-Employed members of the National Guard and Reserve.
The past few weeks have been very exciting. The military and veterans of Montana continue to have the support of many of our legislators. We were tremendously successful last session in getting many policies in place (such as the MT USERRA). This session we focus on tangible benefits for belonging to the Montana National Guard. Our efforts to date have seen the Death Gratuity Bill, for MT NG members killed while on State Active Duty (SAD) not only passed by the House but increased from the original request of $12k to $100k, thus matching the Federal benefit. That increase was at our associations’ request. Representative Mike Milburn, (R) Cascade, is carrying that bill for the Department of Military Affairs (DMA). 
We continue to tweak the Free Fishing and Hunting License bill passed last session. We are seeking a reduction in the fee from half price to free, an extension of the number of years this benefit is provided from 2 years to 5 years, and a change in the eligibility criteria reducing the time deployed from 6 months to 2 months. This bill passed Senate Fish and Game Committee, was unanimous on the Senate Floor and is now in the Senate Finance and Claims Committee. This bill is again being championed by Senator Joe Balyeat, (R) Bozeman. Please keep checking the status of all of our bills and come to the hearings if you can.  We need your help and involvement.   
A brief update of our issues and the current status follows.  
HB 46, Rep Dave Gallik, (D) Helena – Adopt most recent version of federal military laws (includes the current federal UCMJ).  (DMA requested bill)

STATUS:  Hearing in House State Administration Committee on 8 Jan. The bill passed the committee the same day on a vote of 18-0.  Passed the House on 2nd Reading 99-1, and passed on 3rd Reading in the House 96-0.  Transmitted to the Senate Committee on State Administration. No hearing date scheduled.   

HB 48, Rep Hal Jacobson, (D) Helena – Extend and revise National Guard tuition waiver.  (DMA requested bill)
STATUS:  This bill extends the “sunset” of our existing tuition waiver benefit for another two years while the particulars are worked out with the Board of Regents. Hearing in House State Administration Committee on 8 Jan. All committee members supported the bill.  Reported out of committee unanimous (18-0) the same day.  Passed 2nd Reading on 9 Jan, 99-0 and then passed on 3rd Reading on 10 January, 97-0.  Transmitted to the Senate Committee on State Administration. No hearing date scheduled.   
HB 96, Rep Krayton Kerns, (R) Laurel – Fund veteran cemetery maintenance. 

STATUS:  Hearing in the House State Administration on 9 Jan. Although this is not one of our association issues nor one of the DMA sponsored bills, we provided MTNGA/EANGMT testimony. We opposed the bill in its presented form and worked with the Veteran Organizations and the sponsor to come up with amendments. It passed the Committee 13-5. The bill was amended on the House Floor with amendments supported by the organizations. It passed 2nd Reading as amend 95-5 and was then rereferred to House Appropriations Committee. It is not unusual for a bill containing an appropriation (as this one does) to be referred to the Committee on Appropriations after it has been heard on its merit in another committee. The bill remains in Appropriations and will be heard at a later date.  
HB 136, Rep Mike Milburn, (R) Cascade – Death benefit for beneficiary due to active duty death. (DMA requested bill)
STATUS:  Hearing in the House Appropriations Committee 11 Jan. the bill provides a death benefit to the survivors of a MT National Guard member killed in the line of duty while on State Active Duty. The committee took action on the bill on 1 Feb, amending it from $12k to $100k. This amendment was offered by Representative Tim Callahan, (D) Great Falls, our Kessler Award Recipient this year. The bill had strong support before the amendment and passed out of committee 15-4. The bipartisan support for the amendment in committee was a good signal of our standing with this legislature. Raising the amount of the gratuity from $12k to $100k put it on parity with the Death Gratuity on the Federal Military side. The bill passed 2nd Reading 98-2 and 3rd Reading 100-0. The bill now is awaiting a hearing in the Senate Judiciary Committee.   

HB 142, Rep Hal Jacobson, (D) Helena – Authorize active duty call out for disaster preparedness training..  (DMA requested bill)
STATUS:  Provides for State Active Duty for certain MT NG members in preparation for certain disaster response needs. Hearing in the House State Administration Committee resulted in this bill being tabled at the request of the sponsor. Concerns about the wording being in conflict with the MT Constitution precluded it from moving forward. Another bill (HB 532) has been introduced and will accomplish the same thing.  

HB 155, Rep Art Noonan, (D) Butte – Extend National Guard Life Insurance Reimbursement.  (DMA requested bill)
STATUS:  This bill extends the provisions of last session’s SGLI Premium reimbursement program providing for any deployed member who does not qualify for the newly enacted Federal SGLI Premium reimbursement program. It was heard in the House Appropriations Committee on 16 Jan and no action has been taken. 

HB 179, Rep Julie French, (D) Scobey – Create Montana Military Family Relief Fund.  (DMA requested bill)
STATUS:  This bill establishes the Montana Military Family Relief Fund and provides seed money from the General Fund of $1 million. It was heard in the House Appropriations Committee on 16 Jan and no action has been taken. 

HB 413, Rep Mike Milburn, (R) Cascade – License Plate Fee Waiver for National Guard. (MTNGA/EANGMT requested bill - #3 Priority)
STATUS:  This bill provides for one set of NG License Plates for each drilling National Guard member, fee free. The hearing in the House Transportation Committee amended the bill to clarify it was only for one set of plates. The committee passed the bill unanimous, 10-0 on 6 Feb. The bill passed the House on 2nd Reading on 10 Feb, 92-8. It was then rereferred to the House Appropriations Committee as expected. No hearing date has been set. 
HB 532, Rep Hal Jacobson, (D) Helena – Clarify payments for state National Guard training. (DMA requested bill)
STATUS:  Bill similar to HB 142 that was tabled due to concerns about constitutional language conflicts. This bill still provides for State Active Duty for certain MT NG members in preparation for disaster response needs. Hearing in the House State Administration Committee on 7 Feb resulted in bill being passed from committee on a vote of 18-0. The bill will be heard on 2nd Reading in the House on Monday, 12 Feb.  

HB 570, Rep Jill Cohenour, (D) East Helena – Special write-in absentee ballot for military and overseas voters. (EANGMT requested bill – Resolution 06-10)
STATUS:  This bill provides overseas and military voters an opportunity to vote by use of a state write-in ballot much the same as the Federal Absentee Write-in Ballot currently provided for. The hearing in the House State Administration Committee is scheduled for 13 February. 

HB 637, Rep Harry Klock, (R) Harlowton – Provide Income Tax Exemption for military service.  (MTNGA/EANGMT requested bill - #4 Priority)
STATUS:  This is a BIG ONE!  All military pay earned by a resident of Montana who belongs to the military (National Guard, Reserve and Active Component) would be State Tax Free!  Get after this one ASAP.  Bill just numbered Saturday and referred to the House Taxation committee.  No hearing scheduled yet. 
SB 15, Sen Joe Tropila, (D) Great Falls – Prohibit picketing at funerals. 

STATUS:  This bill is similar to our EANGMT Resolution 06-11. The hearing in the Senate Judiciary on 9 Jan was packed and many spoke in favor. Three of four spoke against based upon the First Amendment rights being limited by this bill. The Committee passed the bill 9-3. It passed the full Senate on 2nd Reading 35-14 and 3rd Reading 34-14. The bill is now in House Administration Committee and awaits a hearing 
SB 30, Sen Frank Smith, (D) Poplar – Allow combination purple heart and disabled veteran license plates.
STATUS:  Although this is not one of our association issues nor one of the DMA sponsored bills, we provided MTNGA/EANGMT testimony in favor. This bill would simply allow a Purple Heart License Plate to be issued to a disabled vet at no fee similar to the regular disabled vet plate. It passed the Senate Highways and Transportation Committee on 10 Jan, 9-0. It passed the Senate on 2nd Reading and 3rd Reading 50-0. It was transmitted to the House for further consideration.
SB 166, Sen Joe Tropilia, (D) Great Falls – Family and purple heart recipients fish and hunt game birds for free. 

STATUS:  Although this is not one of our association issues nor one of the DMA sponsored bills, we provided MTNGA/EANGMT testimony in favor. Passed Senate Fish and Game Committee on 2 Feb, 9-0. Awaiting a 2nd Reading vote in the Senate. 
SB 235, Sen Steven Gallus, (D) Butte – Establish SW Montana Veteran’s Home – use 2 cents cigarette tax money.
STATUS:  Although this is not one of our association issues nor one of the DMA sponsored bills, we provided MTNGA/EANGMT testimony in favor. Passed Senate State Administration on 30 Jan, 9-0. Passed 2nd Reading in the Senate, 41-6. Rereferred to the Senate Finance and Claims Committee.  

SB 239, Sen Joe Balyeat, (R) Bozeman – Revise driver’s license laws for military personnel.   

STATUS:  This bill clarifies the renewal process for Active Duty military members whose driver’s license has expired while they are on active duty. Senator Balyeat asked our help with this bill. Although this is not one of our association issues nor one of the DMA sponsored bills, we provided MTNGA/EANGMT testimony in favor. The bill passed Senate State Administration on 30 Jan, 9-0. Passed 2nd Reading in the Senate, 48-0. Passed 3rd Reading 49-0. Transmitted to the House on 2 Feb. 

SB 243, Sen Joe Balyeat, (R) Bozeman – Revise military special hunting and fishing license.   

STATUS:  This bill expands the benefit we were able to get last session. The Combination License was provided at less than half price last session ($29 vs $70). The deployed member could take advantage of the reduced price for two years. The member must have been deployed on a Contingency Operation for at least 6 months out of the state of Montana. This bill changes the Combo License to free, provides that free license for 5 years, and lowers the number of months on deployment from 6 to 2. It was heard in Senate Fish and Game Committee on 29 Jan and passed 9-0. The Senate passed the bill on 2nd Reading 49-0. It is now rereferred to the Senate Finance and Claims Committee. It was heard in that committee on 8 Feb. No further action to date.  
SB 375, Sen Dan McGee, (R) Laurel – State tax incentive for national guard and reserve employers.  (MTNGA/EANGMT requested bill - #5 Priority)
STATUS:  This bill is a repeat of last sessions attempt to recognize the sacrifices of our state’s employers who have National Guard and Reserve employees. It also recognizes the Self-Employed Guard or Reserve member. The tax credit of $500 is significant. The bill was heard in Senate Taxation Committee on 7 Feb. No action has been taken. Please contact your Senators to support this bill. 
LEGISLATIVE DRAFTS REQUESTED BY THE

MONTANA NATIONAL GUARD ASSOCIATION (MTNGA)

and

ENLISTED ASSOCIATION - NATIONAL GUARD OF MONTANA (EANGMT)

1) Tuition waivers for national guard members. LC 1129
On hold. Working to find workaround for funding of waivers. 

2) Benefits for state active duty National Guard. LC 1130 

On hold.  Draft being worked.
3) Revise income tax for military duty. LC 1660.
On hold. Draft being worked to provide a $150 State Income Tax Credit for each drilling National Guard member. This bill would be a less costly alternative to HB 637. 

4) Tuition waivers for national guard members. LC 1663
On hold. Working to find workaround for funding of waivers. Alternative bill option to LC 1129. 

5) Enhance national guard life insurance reimbursement. LC 1664
On hold. HB 155 accomplishes our needs. This LC will probably not be used. 
6) Revise national guard reenlistment incentive. LC 1665
On hold. This LC will probably not be used

7) Prohibit disruptive protests at funerals. LC 1666
On hold. SB 15 accomplishes our needs. This LC will probably not be used.

8) Revise veterans war bonus program. LC 1667
On hold. Working to find sponsor. This LC may not be used

That is all for now.  Remember, you can make the difference.  Call, fax, write or e-mail your Senator or Representative and express your opinion on these issues.  Call (406) 444-4800 or visit the website at www.leg.state.mt.us/session.htm.  

DO NOT USE GOVERNMENT PHONE, FAX OR COMPUTER TO COMMUNICATE WITH YOUR ELECTED OFFICIALS.

----------------------------------

I can be contacted at any time on my cell phone.  Please be patient if you get my voice mail.  I am probably in a committee hearing.  My cell number is (406) 459-0773.  Thanks for your help.  

Roger A. Hagan 

MTNGA/EANGMT Legislative Liaison
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