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February 4, 2007

Hello All, 
This week's snowstorms made the drive home Friday longer than usual. However, with the continuing news about global warming and this winter's overall mildness, I am happy to see and feel winter as we know it in Vermont. I enjoyed seeing some of you at the American Legion first Sunday of the month all you can eat breakfast. This local tradition is one of the regular social gatherings in town and a great chance to see friends and neighbors while helping the legion and the legion auxiliary continue its work. Thanks to all who volunteer to make the breakfasts possible. 
In the State House, we saw the first roll call votes of the session, the first disagreements between the Governor and the legislature over a bill and continuing work in committees on the needs of Vermont. Here are a few highlights of the week.
H.213 AN ACT RELATING TO INTERIM ASSISTANCE TO THE DAIRY INDUSTRY AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF LONG-TERM GOALS FOR A VIABLE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR 
The House Agriculture Committee passed a bill 9-2-0 (9 for, 2 against, 0 absent) calling for support for farmers faced with severe challenges this winter. The bill was then referred to the Ways and Means Committee for further discussion. Here's some of the language from the text of the bill. 
"Sec. 1. LONG-TERM GOALS (a) The general assembly should support programs and policies that foster the development of a diversified agricultural sector that: (1) offers farmers an opportunity to sell their products to a marketplace that pays them a reasonable rate of return for their labor and capital investments; (2) offers the public nutritious and safe foods; (3) produces, markets, and distributes agricultural products in a sustainable manner that conserves energy and the environment; (4) fosters on-farm renewable energy production and its infrastructure that maximizes energy conservation and efficiency and limits greenhouse gases; (5) enables business opportunities that ensure agriculture continues to be a vibrant sector of our Vermont economy that retains current farmers as well as attracts new and young farmers; and (6) provides economic stability to preserve the necessary infrastructure of the agricultural industry. (b) The general assembly also recognizes that this act provides only 
short-term help for problems caused by ongoing severe structural problems in the industry. Therefore, the general assembly also recognizes the need to work with the farmers, related industries, and citizens of Vermont to work collaboratively with all parties to support and develop a more robust and 
self-sustaining agricultural sector. 
Sec. 2. CURRENT SITUATION (a) The general assembly finds that Vermont dairy farmers are currently laboring under the problems caused by the unfavorable weather of the last growing season, the high cost of production, and the low price paid for milk. Many farms are short of feed, and the quality of the available feed is poor, resulting in lower production. The prices of many farm supplies, particularly grain and feed, continue to rise. The price of milk continues to be well below the cost of production. The accounts receivable of many dealers and suppliers have grown beyond generally accepted financial standards. The situation for much of the dairy industry is dire and the 2007 rate of attrition of Vermont dairy farmers is anticipated to be two to three times the normal rate. Furthermore, Congressional action on the $54 million federal disaster aid package is uncertain. The general assembly, therefore, adopts this act in order to assist Vermont dairy farmers and their industry in a time of great need, and to help prevent further loss of the industry and its infrastructure which are critical to Vermont’s economy. (b) The Vermont agricultural credit corporation was established to assist Vermont farms and maintain their viability. Currently there are 330 loans, totaling $31.5 million, of which over 90 percent are to dairy operators. The current loan rate of 5.75 percent is scheduled to increase to 8.25 percent on April 1, 2007. In view of the current situation, the general assembly finds it is necessary to maintain the current interest rate through the remainder of FY2007 and continuing through FY2008." 
The committee proposed continuing the milk support payments passed by the Emergency Board last summer and continuing the current low interest loans available from the Vermont Agricultural Credit Corporation for three months. Needed funds equal about 4 million dollars. The committee proposed paying for this support with a 1/4 percent increase in the tax on title to property transfers from 1.5 to 1.75%. The tax on non-residential property only for one year would raise 3.7 million. They also recommend a $212,500 transfer from the General Fund to support continuing the lower interest rates. 
House Agriculture has been working on this bill from the beginning of the session. Mid week last week the administration strongly objected to the temporary tax increase on property transfers and asked the legislature to find the money somewhere else. Now that the bill is in the Ways and Means Committee (the committee that oversees taxes and fees) the legislature is looking to see if that is possible. 
Roll Call Votes 
The first roll call votes of the session were over a change to House Rules. The rules committee is responsible for the rules we use to develop and pass legislation. This year the rules committee has aimed for a better use of time while we are on the floor. They brought out a resolution limiting the length of explanations of votes. Members are allowed to explain their votes for the record and the rules committee felt that the privilege was being used by some to put their long speeches on the record rather than follow Vermont's tradition of occasional short explanations. Explanations of votes come after the legislature debates ahe bill and votes on it on a roll call vote but before the results are announced. The rules committee sought to balance maintaining decorum in the House, Vermont tradition and freedom of speech. An amendment to the rules committee resolution removed word limits to vote explanations but advised members to use the privilege judiciously. I voted for the amendment, which passed 129 to 14, and also for the resolution which passed 125 to 19. 
COMMITTEE REPORTS 
I rely on colleagues to follow what other committees are working on. Here are a few reports from representatives on other committees. 
Education: Rep. Carol Hosford 
"How do you contain educational costs at a time when we expect more and more from our schools? Our committee has been listening to teachers, principals, board members, and state officials who have painted a graphic picture of what we expect from our schools today. The schools now provide many social services functions: substance abuse prevention, harassment and bullying prevention, breakfasts, lunches, fluoride treatments, and warm clothing. Staff members drive students to medical and counseling appointments; they support and comfort children who are facing such monumental problems at home that they aren’t ready to learn. Increased poverty and the fact that Vermont leads the nation in the percentage of households in which both parents work have also increased the responsibilities placed on the school. 
In addition to these challenges, schools are expected to prepare students for batteries of tests. In some cases this has led to hiring extra teachers or assistants to help students who are not meeting the standard. 
Federal law requires that students with disabilities be included to the extent possible in regular classrooms. This inclusion has been proven to increase learning for the child with the disability. Inclusion also encourages understanding of disabilities in the children who have none. 
But again, extra staffing is often necessary to make inclusion work. Student numbers are falling and more staff and support staff are being hired, driving our student-teacher ratio ever lower; it is now one of the lowest in the nation and our cost per student is one of the highest. 
We have looked at cost drivers in the education system. Salaries and benefits drive much of a school’s cost, for although teacher salaries in Vermont are relatively low (30th in the nation), we are hiring more teachers even as student numbers fall. Spiraling increases in health care costs drive up budgets. The price of oil has increased four fold over the past four years. Tuition payments to special schools have increased markedly. 
To what extent does the fact that we are the most rural state affect cost? Many cities have a larger population than the entire state of Vermont. 
They benefit from more easily shared services and greater cost effectiveness that comes with economy of scale. 
As we continue to look at our schools and educational funding, we will be exploring issues related to governance. Would there be savings and greater efficiency if each supervisory union had only one school board? 
We will also look at the public funding of early education. Should we pay to educate 3- and 4-year olds? Should the amount we pay be capped? 
We have gotten a good start on understanding a complex problem – what we expect of our schools and how we might contain costs. Much study and decision making lies ahead." 
Transportation: Rep. Sue Minter 
"In addition to participating in the climate change presentations, the transportation committee has been busy dealing with: ongoing testimony and discussion of the Amtrak proposal; reviewing the Budget Adjustment Act (to the FY 07 budget; testimony about the state project prioritization process; and beginning discussion of the FY’08 Budget. 
The big picture for transportation revenues -- as we manage through the ’07 budget and begin to approach the ’08 budget -- is bleak. The final revenue decisions (fees) last year essentially resulted in adequate revenues for one year, and inadequate resources going forward. While in theory last year’s revenues were sufficient to generate the match needed for the new federal funds from the earmarks, the Transportation Fund has been continuing to under perform due to declining gas tax receipts as well as declining purchase and use tax receipts. Rising Department of Motor Vehicle fees have marginally offset losses of revenue. Also actual federal appropriations are lower than anticipated. 
Mid-way through the FY’07 budget, the revenue decline means we need to cut $10.5 million from the FY ’07 transportation program. The Governor’s budget adjustment achieves these reductions by delays to a series of projects (most notably several interstate bridges), by reducing funds to the Central Garage (for fleet upgrades), and by taking advantage of funds the agency isn’t able to make use of. 
In terms of FY’08 budget, VTrans Secretary Neale Lunderville has presented his "Road to Affordability" to our committee, which essentially boils down to system preservation and maintenance, rather than investments into new projects. There are very hard cuts to make since many projects are not "new" but long overdue promises." [Note: the long awaited replacement of the North Pownal Bridge is in the Governor’s recommended budget as a high town bridge priority.]
Health Care: Rep. Lucy Leriche
"The Health Care Committee continues to take testimony related to implementation of the Health Care Reform initiatives passed in the last session. One issue that needs to be resolved is the question of how to treat seasonal employees for the purposes of the employer assessment. This was a sticking point in passing the legislation in the last session. In the end, we agreed to order a study to determine whether seasonal employees should be treated differently than other employees, and whether they should be exempt from the assessment.
By way of background, the new law requires employers to pay a one dollar per day assessment on every full time equivalent employee (FTE) based on a number of considerations including whether they offer insurance to employees, the employees are eligible for insurance, and whether the employees are insured. Employers will be given an exemption for their first eight full-time employees for the first two years. The exemption diminishes to six then to four FTE’s, before the exemption disappears within the next several years.
The Committee has been hearing from people who served on the Seasonal Employee Study Group, most of whom are employers or people representing employer groups, as well as representatives from the Labor Department, and others. The Committee is working through the beginnings of a compromise, and hope to have this resolved within the next week or two.
Additionally, the committee continues to take testimony on the challenges in implementing Chronic Care Management statewide. We heard from insurance companies on this topic yesterday. It was encouraging to hear that the insurance companies are still on-track to submit a proposal including rates to BISHCA for their new Catamount Health product in March.
Susan Besio, the Director of Health Care Reform Implementation has a new website up and running with detailed information about the implementation of the health care reform measures passed last session. The web address is: http://hcr.vt.gov/."
Community Visit Follow-up Meeting
    The community visit Chair Peter Hopkins sent me the folllowing message. 
    "On Monday, Feb. 12, at 6:30 p.m., the Community Visit Task Forces are invited to gather at the upstairs rooms at the Legion. Paul Costello and Bonnie Smoren (from the Vermont Council on Rural Development) will be in attendance to hear what we've been up to and help us on our future paths. Each taskforce will give a brief report of their activities, and ideas for new initiatives will be entertained and discussed. Interested members of the public are also invited, so if you have a pal who might like to get involved, please extend an invitation. 
    As always, I am thanking you for all you have done for the community, and I will look forward to seeing you on the 12th. Feel free to bring ideas in or out of the box."
 
I'm looking forward to this meeting on the 12th. This ongoing effort begun last spring has brought townspeople together in new ways that are positive for our community. I hope to see you there.
 
I hope everybody has a good safe week. Here’s wishing you all the best.
Stay in touch, 
Bill 
Rep. Bill Botzow 
1225 South Stream Road 
Bennington, VT 05201 
802 447-7717 
botzow@sover.net 
115 State Street 
State House 
Montpelier, VT 05633-5201 
Tel: 1-800-322-5616 (VT only) 
Fax: 802 828-2424 
bbotzow@leg.state.vt.us 
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