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A Visit to Your
Nebraska
Legislature

guided by George W. Noirris,
“the Father of the Unicameral”




UNICAM KIDS

Congress from 1913 to 1943. Many people call me
the father of Nebraska's unicameral Legislature.

/Hi! I'm George Norris. | represented Nebraska in Y

A unicameral is a legislature made up of just one group
of people who make laws. Nebraska has the nation’s only
unicameral, which meets here at the Capitol in Lincoln to
make laws for the state.

| believed this would serve Nebraskans better than a
bicameral, or two-house system, found in every other state.
Nebraskans voted to change to a unicameral in 1934 and
the first unicameral met in 1937.

Let’s go inside. I'll show you around!

 _ g

Nebraska is unique for its unicameral and also its unusual Capitol building. Architect Bertram Goodhue wanted the Capitol’s design to reflect the spirit of
Nebraska's people. The words and pictures on the outside of the building show Nebraska s place in the history of law and democracy. The Capitol took 10
years to build and was finished in 1932. The tower rises almost 400 feet and is topped by a 19-foot bronze statue of a man planting seeds called “The Sower.’
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A VISIT TO YOUR NEBRASKA LEGISLATURE

y experience as a law-
maker made me wish
A for a smoother process
| to make laws. | encouraged

| Nebraskans to vote for a new,

| smaller legislature so the process
| would be simpler and allow for

‘| more public input.

| Some Nebraskans worried about
becoming the only unicameral.

| They thought having fewer steps
fo pass laws might not allow for
enough discussion on bills.

But supporters said three rounds
| of debate on a bill would be
plenty. In the end, there was
| enough support to adopt the
new unicamerall

|

The unicameral Legislature meets in the room through these doors. The room, or chamber, contains the same wooden desks and leather chairs that were
built when the Capitol was constructed. The voting board at the front of the chamber lists all the senators’ names and displays their votes — green for “yes”

2

and red for “no.
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UNICAM KIDS

ow let’'s walk downstairs to
the senators’ offices. There are
49 senators in the Nebraska

| Legislature. Each senator represents an
‘| area of the state called a district that

has about 37,000 people living in it.

| Senators serve four years and then must

be re-elected to serve another four.

| They are elected by the people in their

districts.

T; The senators work together to create

laws for the state. Laws are the rules

| that tell people how to act in society.
| People who do not follow the laws may

be arrested, fined or both.

Gk,

This is the Great Hall that leads to the legislative chamber. The six murals on the wall, along with the other artworks in the Capitols interior, represent the
relationship between Nebraska's people and their environment. “The Blizzard of 1888,” a mural by Jeanne Reynal, shows a Nebraska teacher leading her
students to safety during the worst snowstorm in the state's history. Artist Hildreth Meiere designed the marble murals on the floor.
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problems and share ideas about laws to fix them. Senators then bring ideas

to the Legislature in the form of a bill, or a proposal for a new law, to help fix
those problems. They also listen to ideas from other senators, decide how the state’s
money should be spent and vote on bills. *

Nebraskons contact their own state senator at the Capitol to tell them about

LY

On a normal day in session, senators have many meetings. They often meet with
people from their district in their offices in the Capitol. They also listen to people talk
about bills during committee hearings and discuss those bills with other senators
euring floor debate.

_

The Nebraska Legislature meets for four or five months at the beginning of every year. Having a part-time legislature allows senators to live most of the
year in their districts, talking with the people who live there. Most of the senators have other jobs outside the Capitol, such as farming, running a business,
teaching, banking or practicing law.
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very bill infroduced has a public hearing in a committee. A committee is a small group of senators.
Public hearings give people the chance to tell senators what they think about the bill. This helps

senators decide whether the bill should be passed and how it should be written.
If the committee thinks the bill is good, it votes to send it to the floor for a full debate among all the senators.
n, I'll show you. 8
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The senators sit at the front of the room listening to the person speaking into the microphone. The people watching the hearing are waiting for their turn to
speak in support of, or against, the bill. Notice the media is there to report on the hearing. Many students have spoken at committee hearings about issues

affecting schools, safety and the environment.
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A VISIT TO YOUR NEBRASKA LEGISLATURE

LAWS MADE BY KIDS

Students all across the country have brought ideas for bills to their state legislature to address a problem they see in
their community. Here are some inspiring examples of bills that were suggested by students and made into law.

ullying is a big problem for many kids. A
B group of students at Mansfeld Middle School

in Tucson, Arizona decided to speak up for
victims of bullying. They wrote a bill that
would require every school district to have
anti-bullying rules. Their state representa-
tive introduced the bill for them and it
became a law.

he cost to provide electricity to Twinfield
I Union School in Vermont was very high and
the school needed to save money. A group of
eighth-graders learned about a renewable source of
energy that uses water, called hydropower. The stu-
dents testified at a state senate hearing to
support a bill that would make it easier to
use this cheaper form of energy at their
school. Lawmakers changed the process to
allow smaller projects like this to be more
easily approved.

rug-free zones around schools and parks help
D keep kids safe by increasing punishments for
drug use near places where children gather. In
Nebraska, however, parks without playground equip-
ment were not made drug-free zones. Students at Oma-
ha’s Alice Buffett Magnet Middle
School wanted to protect these
areas, too. They talked to their state
senator and he introduced a bill for
them, which was passed into law.

ir drying laundry on a clothesline saves
Aelectricity and also is good for the envi-

ronment. The state of Colorado did not
allow people to have clotheslines until students
at Basalt High School took
action. They supported a
bill in the Colorado Legis-
lature and also convinced
their town council to sup-
port the bill.

L —




UNICAM KIDS

hen a committee votes to send a bill fo the floor, it comes here
next. This is the west chamber, also called the George W. Norris
Legislative Chamber — after yours truly.

All the senators meet here to discuss ways to improve bills before voting on
them. During three rounds of debate, senators often must compromise to
| come to an agreement. Then the bill goes to the governor for approval.
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The gold leaf scenes painted on the wooden ceiling beams show the European cultures that settled in Nebraska. The public can come anytime and watch
their senators from the balconies above the floor. Under the balconies, you will see senators’ staff and members of the media who report the Legislature’s
actions to the public.
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REVIEW: HOW A BILL BECOMES A LAW

There are three rounds

of debate on each bill.

It takes at least 25 sena-
tors' votes — just over half
of the 49 senators — to
change a bill or move it
to the next round. If a bill
gets at least 25 votes on
the last round, it is passed.

When the Legislature is
not meeting, senators
research ideas that have
been brought to them.
They work with staff to
write a bill that will solve
the problem.
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After a bill is passed,
it goes to the gover-
nor for approval. He
or she can sign the
bill or veto it. If a bill
is vetoed, senators
can still try fo make
it law, but it takes 30
votes to do it.

After a bill is intro-
duced, itis given a
public hearing. If the
committee thinks the

bill is a good ideaq, it ‘

sends it to the floor for

debate. If there is not

support for the bill, it @@W@ﬁa@@ﬁ? d
stays in committee or

is killed.
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You can learn more about our unique unicameral at Nebraskalegislature.gov. Visit capitol.nebraska.gov to learn
more about our beautiful Capitol. Read more about my public service at NebraskaHistory.org/sites/norris.

Or, when you are in downtown Lincoln, stop by to see for yourself where our unicameral meets.

Tell them George Norris sent you! Unfil then, let’s review some vocabulary that will come in handy.

ee how simple that was? If we had a bicameral system, the process would be twice as long! There is so N
much to learn about our Legislature and our Capitol that | couldn’t possibly cover it all in one tour.
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V Glossary

unicameral: a legislature in which one group of people makes laws

bicameral: a legislature in which two groups of people make laws

state senator: a person elected to serve in a legislature

district: an area of the state represented by a state senator

bill: a proposal for a new law

legislature: a group of people who make or change laws

committee: a group of people chosen to study and make decisions on a certain subject
public hearing: a meeting in which all people have the chance to give their opinion on a bill
floor debate: senators’ discussion in which they share opinions and ask questions
compromise: a way of reaching an agreement in which each side gives up something it wants

veto: the right of the governor to decide that a bill will not become a law
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MEET YOUR STATE SENATORS

Find out which senator is yours on Nebraskal egislature.gov by typing in your ad-
dress. You’ll find information about your senator and the issues that are important to
him or her. Circle the senator’s photo below so you remember who represents you!

Sen. Lydia Brasch, Dist. 16

Sen. Kathy Campbell, Dist. 25 Sen. Ernie Chambers, Dist. 11 Sen. Colby Coash, Dist. 27

Sen. Ken Hacr, Dist. 21 Sen. Galen Hadley, Dist. 37 Sen. Matt Hansen, Dist. 26

Sen. Dan Hughes, Dist. 44 Sen. Jerry Johnson, Dist. 23

Sen. Bill Kintner, Dist. 2

\ |

Sen. Jim Smith, Dist. 14 Sen. John Stinner, Dist. 48 Sen. Kate Sullivan, Dist. 41 Sen. Dan Watermeier, Dist. 1~ Sen. Matt Wiliams, Dist. 36

Sen. Ken
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