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section 5) provides an exception for 
“such emergency matters as may 
be submitted by the Governor in 
special messages to the Legislature.” 
Emergency legislation can be 
introduced in the first thirty days 
and voted on immediately after that. 
The constitution is silent on what 
constitutes an emergency, which has 
meant that, in practical terms, an 
emergency is anything the governor 
declares it to be. Since Texas has 
relatively short legislative sessions, 
the timing of the introduction of 
legislation can be critical to its 
success or failure. The ability to 
declare proposed legislation an 
emergency and therefore move 
it up on the legislature’s agenda 
significantly increases the likelihood 
that the legislation will become law. 
Abbott declared five separate emergency priorities: transportation funding, improved 
pre-K programs in the state, higher education research funding, doubling funding for 
border security, and ethics reform. He was able to get his major legislative goals passed 
in all areas save ethics reform.

Although they lack specific policymaking power, governors in Texas often issue 
executive orders to pursue policy objectives. Although the power to issue executive 
orders is not enumerated in the state constitution, governors have often issued them to 
advance their agenda by directing state agencies or creating specific committees or task 
forces to address a particular policy. For instance, as governor, George W. Bush issued 
executive orders to create a committee to promote adoption, a task force on illegal 
gambling, and a citizens’ committee on tax relief.

Governor Perry also issued a number of executive orders, though he was often 
criticized for using them to increase the power of the governor and to circumvent 
the legislature. In one instance, he issued an executive order to shorten the time 
required for coal power permits. A state district judge later ruled that Perry lacked 
the authority to shorten the hearing time.32 Perry’s most controversial executive 
order would have required that all sixth-grade girls in Texas public schools receive 
the human papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine, which is designed to decrease the rates of 
cervical cancer. The order also provided an option for parents to opt out of the vaccine. 
Both liberal and conservative Texans across the state opposed what they viewed as 
the governor’s power grab. Eventually, the legislature passed a bill that prevented the 
vaccine from being required for school enrollment.

An important legislative function is the governor’s power to call the legislature 
into special session “on extraordinary occasions.” According to the constitution, the 
governor may convene a special session for thirty days and determine the agenda for 
the session. This process stands in contrast to thirty-six states that allow the members 

Emergency legislation
a designation by the governor 
that allows proposed 
legislation to be moved to the 
beginning of the legislative 
session and be voted on during 
the first sixty days of the 
session

Executive order
an order issued by the 
executive to direct existing 
agencies or create new 
committees or task forces in 
order to address a particular 
policy area

Special session
meetings of a legislature that 
occur outside the regular 
legislative session; in Texas, 
special sessions are called by 
the governor and last for up to 
thirty days

In 2014, Attorney General Greg Abbott became the first new governor of Texas in fourteen 
years, succeeding Rick Perry. After a victory speech in Austin, Abbott acknowledges his 
crowd of supporters.
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