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THE SPEAKER LOOKS AT THE 1972 VIRGINIA
GENERAL ASSEMBLY
By JOHN Y\lARREN COOKE
The author is the Speaker of the House of
Delegates of the Virginia General Assembly and
is the Delegate representing the counties of
Gloucester,

King and Queen,

King William,

Mathews, and Middlesex, and a portion of
Essex County.

'1he 1972 Session of the Virginia
General Assembly marks the beginning of
a new era for th is oldest representative
body in the New World. It was the first
annual session to be held under the new
Virginia Constitution.
The 1971 Constitution left its mark on
the 1972 General Assembly symbolically
and practically. It is felt that annual
sessions will lend a sense of continuity
and organization which was impossible
when important business was left to
"special sessions." An extraordinary
session can still be called, however, when
necessary.
BILL CARRY-OVER

Th e new Constitution allows bill
carry-over. I n the past, the Assembly was
required to dispense with legislation in
one way or another during the session.
Final action is no longer required at the
first regular session and bills can now be
carried over to the second regular session
for consideration at that time. Assembly
committees in the 1972 Session used th is
new procedure for approximately two
hundred bills and joint resolutions. Bill
carry-over now permits the committees
during the interim to give careful
consideration to complex and
controversial bills. Bill carry-over will also
reduce the costs previously incurred in

redrafting bills. Under committee
consideration between sessions are bills to
establish a Virginia presidential primary,
to ratify the I nterstate Environmental
Compact, a bill on physicians' assistants,
and a score of other bills of immense
importance.
The Senate amended its rules at the
beginning of the session to reduce the
n umber of standing committees, an
action which had been taken by the
House in 1970. As a result of the
members serving on fewer committees,
each member is enabled to focus more on
his own specialized interests. Also, the
Senate, in conformance with the
recommendations of most good
government groups, relieved the
Lieutenant Governor of many of his
appointive powers and the chairmansh ip
of the Senate Rules Committee.
The 1972 Session of the General
Assembly was substantially affected by
the 1971 legislative reapportionment act.
Although it is difficult to calculate the
direct impact of this act on the 1971
elections, there were 50 new members in
the 140-member Assembly. I n spite of
this change, however, the party
composition of the Assembly remained
stable with Democratic control of both
houses. Republicans continued to be
appointed to all major committees in
numbers proportionate to their strength.
LEGISLATIVE INDEPENDENCE

The political climate at the 1972
General Assembly was unique. The
Governor was a member of the
Republican Party, the Lieutenant

Governor was an I ndependent, and the
Assembly itself was overwhelmingly
Democratic. For the most part a
IJVirginia first" attitude prevailed. The
leadership of both parties cooperated to
keep political differences from interfering
with the tremendous work program
which faced the Assembly. With isolated
exceptions, party differences played a
constructive rather than a destructive
role.
I n the Senate a Democratic leadersh ip
bloc soon emerged to mend its early
fa c t ion a liz at ion. The r u Ies heIped
streamline the Senate's operations. As
in d i cated by the early Senate-House
debate as to jurisdiction over the
appropriation act, the Senate was
substantially more activistic than in the
past. Wh ile in the final analysis the House
retained its jurisdiction over the budget
bill, the end result of the debate was an
intensified legislative oversight of the
budget in both the House and the Senate.
The fact of a Republican Governor
and a Democratic Assembly was in itself
an eloquent argument for legislative
independence. For the past century, the
Governor's program has been the
Assembly's program. The Governor has
been the leader of the Democratic party
and the two houses for the most part
accepted the Governor's proposals as
their own. Th is session was different.
A I though the degree of non-partisan
cooperation was great, it was nevertheless
apparent that things has changed.
One of the changes was basic in
nature. The Democrats, and therefore the
majority of the Assembly, did not in fact
have a comprehensive legislative program
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of their own, nor did they have the staff
and facilities to produce one. For this
reason the Assembly has begun to take
steps to strengthen itself through
i ncre2sed staff support, services, and
expe tise. One such step was the
enactment of H. B. 362 (1972 Acts, Chap.
822) which will provide each member
with either an administrative assistant or
a sec reta ry d uri ng the session. In
addition, the Speaker of the House and
the Lieutenant Governor are each
authorized to employ a full-time
secretary and administrative assistant.
The standing committees were also
empowered to employ staff and counsel
subject to the approval of -the R--ules
Committee of the appropriate house. An
improved, modernized, and expanded
legislative staff support is a necessity in
this day of increasing responsibilities of
the State government.
Of the 889 bills passed by the 1972
General Assembly, 867 were signed by
the Governor and became law. The effect
of this legislation will be a continuation
of the steady, responsible progress wh ich
typifies
Virginia's
maturity.
Modernization and progress are sought
as mea n s to ends, not ends in
themselves.

APPROPRIATIONS

At the
eart of the Acts of the
Assembly w s a biennial appropriations
act of slightly over $5 billion. Of this
total, it is a ticipated that expenditures
of $2.3 billion will come from the
general fund and $2.7 billion from
special fund. Representing an increase
of 29.2 percent over the budget of the
previous biennium, the appropriations
have been carefully tailored to fit the
anticipated needs of a dynamic State for
the next two years. The budget is nat
lavish, but it is adequate. I ndeed, the
General Assembl y cut more than $167
million from the $5.2 billion budget
recommended
by the Governor.
A Ithough slight tax increases were
n ec essa ry, the bud g et guarantees
Virginians a maximum of State services

with a minimum of tax increases.
I n spite of these landmark
expenditures, however, a balanced
budget can be anticipated. An increase
in gasol ine taxes from seven to nine
cents per gallon for cars and nine to
eleven cents per gallon for trucks will
provide an estimated $650 million in
additional highway revenues in the next
decade. These new revenues will be
needed to offset the costs of the
construction and maintenance of
Virginia's massive highway systems,
which will amount to almost a billion
dollars in the coming biennium.
The Assembly also provided
additional new reverLUeS- by raising the
personal income tax from 5 to 5.75
percent on annual taxable incomes of
over $12,000. This increase, however,
will affect less than 7 percent of
Vi rg i nia's taxpayers. The corporate
income tax was increased from 5 to 6
percent.
In
general,
the
Assembly
concentrated on balancing the budget
and spreading the tax burden more
evenly among Virginia's citizens. Thus,
those in lower income brackets will pay
less new taxes than those with higher
incomes.
Education and highway expenditures
constitute the bulk of the 1972-74
budget. Combined, these two functions
account for about 40 percent of the
State's obligations. More than $1.17
billion was appropriated to meet the
educational needs of the State in the
coming biennium. More than $955
mill ion was appropriated for the
maintenance and expansion of the State
highway system.
The 1972 session of the General
Assembly appropriated 26 percent more
for the support of publ ic schools than
ever before in the State's history. No
locality's appropriation was reduced
below that received during the 1970-72
biennium and most localities will receive
additional funds during the coming
biennium. The public school budget will
account for more than one dollar of
every five dollars in the State budget.
The 1972 General Assembly has clearly

restated the doctrine of 'excellence for
education in Virginia.
TWO

CONTROVERSIAL

PROGRAMS

It is ironic that items accounting for
less than one one-thousandth of the
Assembly's
appropriations for
educational purposes stirred the most
controversy and speculation. In a
decision with far-reaching implications,
th e Assembly authorized two test
programs of State aid to students
attend ing private non-profit institutions
of higher learning in Virginia. Both
programs will offer scholarsh ips to State
residents- a-H-eAtJ~ng private, non-profit,
non-theological colleges and universities
in Virginia. One will provide tuition
loans of up to $400 per student on a
non-need basis. The loan is repayable by
acad em ic accomplishment, i.e., the
completion of the degree. If a student
fails to make "satisfactory academic
progress," he must repay the loan. A
tota I of $ 675,000 ($225,000 for
1972-73 and $450,000 for 1973-74) was
allocated for th is purpose for the
biennium.
The second controversial program
provides for the establishment of the
Virginia Grant and Loan Commission
which will administer scholarships on
the basis of the need and abil ity of the
student and the cost of attending the
institution. A $1,000 per year limit is
p I aced 0 n these scholarships. An
appropriation of $110,000 for this
purpose was allocated for the biennium.
If the State courts approve the
constitutionality of these grants to
students attendifig private schoo s, -more
funds are likely to be appropriated in
the future. It is hoped that such
programs of assistance, if they survive
their court tests, will provide some relief
to the quality private institutions in the
Commonwealth which are now
encountering financial difficulties. These
institutions offer diverse approaches to
the education of our citizens. In
addition, they provide a measure of
financial rei ief to our State ,supported
institutions and reduce the number of
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students attending them. Virginia would
suffer greatly if any of these private
colleges and universities were forced to
close their doors.

HIGHWAY

APPROPRIATIONS

AND

SAFETY

The maintenance and contruction of
Virginia's arterial road system is the
second major area of expenditure in the
1972-74 appropriation act. Plans for the
decade 1972-82 also provide for the
construction of more than 1,000 miles
of interstate highways. Also projected
are improvements in, replacements for,
and the construction of more than
10,000 miles of various other types of
roadways. Highway-related mass transit
is scheduled to receive $91 million in
the coming decade.
I n other highway-related legislation,
th e Assembly passed the Uniform
Relocation Assistance and Real Property
Acquisition Policies Act of 1972 which
conforms Virginia law on relocation
assistance programs to Federal pol icy.
The Act provides additional safequards
to owners of property acquired by State
agencies either by purchase or by
condemnation.
Highway safety should be enhanced
by the passage of legislation designed to
help get drunk drivers off the roads. The
blood alcohol level at which drunken
driving is legally presumed was lowered
from .15 to .10 percent. I n addition,
breath analyzer tests, now sanctioned in
all fifty states, can be used as evidence
\n court. The use of the breath analyzer
test has proven far more successful in
prosecutions for drunken driving than
the more complicated and inconvenient
blood test. I n addition, the uninsured
motorist fee for registering an
automobile was raised from $50 to
$100.

THE GOVERNOR'S CABINET

of

One of the most controversial pieces
legislation adopted in the recent

session was H.B. 817 (1972 Acts,
Chap. 641) which provides for the
appointment of six "Governor's
Secretaries." Th is measu re generated
more argument than any other bill
which passed the Assembly. The six
Secretaries provided by the Act, which
will function in effect as a Governor's
Cabinet, will have the title Secretary of
Administration, of Commerce and
Resources, of Education, of Finance, of
Human Affairs, and of Transportation
and Publ ic Safety. These six Secretaries
should contribute substantially to the
efficiency of State government. I n the
past, the Governor has had several score
administrators directly responsible to
him. Obviously, it is impossible for any
one person effectively to oversee that
many administrators. The purpose of
this cabinet-type government, according
to the Governor's office, is to "reduce
th e n umber of state agency and
department heads reporting directly to
the Governor and to obtain better
coord ination among the components of
the executive branch as well as better
control over the branch as a whole."

THE ENVIRONMENT

Landmark legislation for the
protection of Virginia's rich natural
environment was enacted by the General
Assembly. One important act in this
regard provided for the reorganization of
the agencies charged with the protection
of the environment in order to
streamline the efforts to halt further
pollution and to restore areas already
desecrated. The Governor's Council on
the Environment was formalized by
statute and its membership reduced to
five for functional efficiency. The Water
Control Board and the Division of Water
Resources were merged. I n addition, a
resolution was passed to continue a
Virginia Advisory Legislative Council
study of what type of permanent state
environmental agency should be created.
Approval was given to a bill to set up
local wetlands zoning boards which will
approve applications for wetland uses

according to a model ordinance spelled
out by statute. Projects which might
damage or destroy the ecology of
valuable shore and riverbank wetland
areas will come under close scrutiny.
The State's Marine Resources
Commission will oversee the efforts of
the local boards.
The Division of State Planning and
Community Affairs has been directed to
study land-use problems and to develop
criteria for future uses and protection of
land. Approximately $12 million per
year was appropriated to provide State
grants for the upgrading and expansion
of municipal sewage treatment plants.
This money will be matched by Federal
grants.
The General Assembly appropriated
$387,265 for the 1972-73 fiscal year
and $639,790 for the following fiscal
year to combat air pollution. With
matching Federal grants, the State Air
Pollution Control Board will have an
operating budget ..f or the biennium of
approximately $2.9 million. A bill was
also passed to strengthen the Board's
penalties for air pollution violations.
Legislation was also adopted to
requ ire the State Corporation
Commission to take into consideration
environmental factors when considering
applications from electric utilities for
the construction of power plants. The
location of power lines will be
particu larly exam i ned. After many years
of argument, strip mining legislation was
passed which will require more attention
to be paid to the protection of the
environment while mining is in progress.
The General Assembly in effect put
all parties concerned on notice that the
policy of the Commonwealth is the
protection of her natural resources and
the preservation of a gracefu I and
natural style of life.

FAIR HOUSING

The 1972 Assembly became the first
state legislature of the Old South to pass
an anti-discriminatory open-housing law.
The Virginia Fair Housing Law is aimed
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at prohibiting racial discrimination in
buying or renting property. It states that
it is the pol icy of the
Commonwealth of Virginia to provide
for fair housing throughout the
Commonwealth, to all its citizens,
regardless of race, color, religion or
national origin." This new law should
help break down discriminatory sale and
rental practices. I ndividuals are still
allowed complete control over the sale
of their homes as long as they do not
use a realtor, salesman, or a multiple
listing service, and do not advertise.
Discrimination in making mortgages or
g i vi n g credit, restrictive occu pancy
covenants, and the discouragement of
another person (for racial or ethnic
reasons) from purchasing real property is
tlawed. The effect ot this
tion
over the long run should be to break
down one of the most resistant barriers
to racial harmony.

OTHER LEGISLATION

It is impossible to summarize in a
short space the accomplishments of this
hardworking General Assembly. Almost
a thousand pieces of legislation were
passed and one act, the budget bill,
numbered 159 pages by itself. There are,
however, a few additional areas of
general interest which should be noted.
Changes in Virginia blue laws are
expected to lead to further relaxation of
Sunday sa"les prohibitions. I n the future
penalties will be levied against the owner
of a violating store, not the hapless clerk
who
actually sells prohibited

merchandise. The ban on cocktail
lounges was eliminated. Under the new
statutes governing the Alcoholic
Beverage Control Board, restaurants will
be able to set aside rooms where drinks
can be served without meals. Legislation
will require that drive-in movie theaters
must shade their screens from public
highways when X-rated films are shown.
The General Assembly elected two
members to the State Corporation
Comm ission but decl ined to increase its
mem bersh ip from th ree to five.
I n an effort to curb the alarming
increase in crime, the Virginia State
Crime Commission was made into a
permanent organization. Special funds
were also allocated in the fight against
drug abuse. Also, as a means of
enco-uraging
nvirQnm-er:ltal p-rotectiQ,
certain pollution control equipment and
facilities were exempted from taxation.
Maximum limitations on the
retirement allowance for State
employees were raised to 90 percent of
the first $5,000 of average compensation
and 75 percent of the fi na I average
compensation above $5,000. Retired
State
employees will
benefit
substantially by the General Assembly's
elimination of the $1,200 exclusion
factor. A retired teacher with thirty-five
years of service, for instance, will now
receive $1,080 more per annum in State
benefits than before.
Because of the new annual session
arrangement and the fact that
committees will already be formed for
work next January, some interim
legislative studies were assigned to the
Assembly's standing committees. Other

studies were assigned to special
commiSSions as in the past. Among
those subjects to be studied are a
limited version of fino fault" auto
insurance; methods of implementing
pari-mutuel horse racing; possible State
purchase of Dulles and Washington
National airports; solid waste disposal
and the utilization of nondisposable cans
and bottles; the possible creation of a
State Department of Natural Resources;
and the entire question of State aid to
local schools.

NOT A BREAK WITH THE PAST

Th is session was not a rad ica\ break
from past performances. The Virginia
General A-ssembly- has atways-worki
productively for the people of Virginia.
This Assembly was no exception. In
setting out in new directions it enriches
not diminishes the inheritance of the
past.
Although the budget has been more
than doubled in the past six years, these
increases have come incrementally. The
State's population and economy have
grown and the government has kept
pace, provid ing the services requ ired for
an expanding economic base while
protecting basic human rights and
environmental quality.
I n the final analysis, it is the people
and not the elected official who will
evaluate the accomplishments of this
legislative session. This writer ventures
the opinion that the vast majority will
welcome the deliberate programs of the
1972 General Assembly.

Note: This Issue No. 1 of Volume 49 of the News Letter inaugurates a new publishing schedule calling for ten issues in each volume. Hereafter, the News
Letter will be published on the fifteenth of each month from September through June instead of from September through August as has been the case in
the past.
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