Montpelier Notes, An occasional email for Pownal and Woodford residents. If you would prefer not to receive these notes please reply to botzow@sover.net and I'll remove you from the list. If you would like to be added please let me know. I do not give your email address to others. --Bill Botzow 



April 26, 2009

Hello All,

Saturday was a good day. Beautiful and warm spring weather encouraged many families to come to the North Pownal ball field for a workday to help Pownal Youth Baseball. Many local businesses as well as Comcast supported the work. Everyone worked hard and redid the infield, repaired the backstop, painted dugouts, sheds and picnic benches. It was good work and good fun. Congratulations to the Board of Pownal Youth Baseball for their great organizing work, especially the group’s president, Scott Morse. Sunday the baseball season opened! A great crowd turned out to cheer on the 105 young baseball players, their coaches and families. It was a complete opening day ceremony with introductions of all the players, raising the flag by the American Legion, singing of the Star Spangled Banner, short speeches and throwing out the first pitch. Pownal can be very proud of its newly polished diamond and its setting, the beautiful Pownal Valley. 

With spring really here, the legislature is moving towards adjournment. The major bills have left committees, and been sent to the other Chamber. In the Commerce Committee we worked on two Senate bills this week and passed them out of committee. Both are important to commerce and economic development. 

Telecommunications Bill  This bill makes sure that all service providers for telecommunications contribute to Vermont’s Universal Service Fund. This is important because the Universal Service Fund pays for 911 services. As more and more people drop traditional telephone service for internet based voice services, we need to make sure that companies offering voice services also contribute to the 911 system. The wording in the bill was also important because broadband is a deregulated utility by federal law. We worked to make sure that the bill said this legislation would neither increase nor decrease the state’s authority in regard to deregulated telecommunications.

Automobile Dealership Bill The second bill we passed in Commerce is very important to automobile dealers as it clarified policy for automobile sales. Vermont automobile dealers’ franchise agreements with many automobile manufacturers often restrict their ability to sell more than one line or make of automobile in their dealerships. Some manufacturers require separate buildings, service bays and salesmen. This doesn’t make sense in a rural state. Selling two or more lines in a dealership is called “dualing” and has been an area of contention between automobile manufacturers who would like exclusive franchises and automobile dealers who may need to diversify to stay in business. When problems arise, they are sorted out by the Transportation Board, a quasi-judicial body. We worked carefully in the bill to allow “dualing”, but also made sure manufacturers and dealers could bring their concerns to the Transportation Board if they were not treated fairly in a “dualing” arrangement. Issues such as this often take a great deal of time to work out. While the Senate bill covered most of the issues, the changes we made furthered that work. Often as a bill nears passage other groups see problems. With this bill the Recreational Dealers brought us their concerns because RVs are handled differently since many makes are usually simultaneously sold by RV dealers. Some adjustments to the bill solved those problems. While bills such as this can seem very dry to everyone other than the interested parties, they are especially important to automobile and truck dealers right now with our very poor economy. Dealers need more options to stay in business and customers need to efficiently make choices without having to drive great distances from dealer to dealer to compare products. 

Revenue Forecast On Friday the legislature received the state economists’ revenue forecasts for the rest of this fiscal year and next year. They are not good and will bring about further cuts, realignments of government and revenue strategies as the legislature works to pass a spending plan for the coming year. The choices ahead will be even more difficult. Here is the overview from the report:

Overview-Revenue Forecast

“External economic conditions collapsed rapidly during the first quarter of 2009,

underscoring the severity and reach of this recession. Virtually no region in the

country and virtually no country in the world has been immune from the effects

of what has now been dubbed the “Great Recession.” Despite wishful visions of

“glimmers of hope” from the White House, leading economic indicators suggest

otherwise. With no clear bottom yet in sight, conditions are likely to become

substantially worse before the decline is over and recovery takes hold.

Given this deteriorating environment, State revenue collections have been

further downgraded in both FY09 and, especially, FY10. Including about $9

million in State revenue reductions associated with the American Recovery and

Reinvestment Act (ARRA) in FY10, total FY10 revenues are now expected to be

more than $50 million below prior January estimates. Although revenues in the

first quarter of 2009 were within 0.5% of estimates, and April personal income

tax revenues to date were close to targets, weaker economic conditions in the

final quarter of FY09 will reduce prior projections by about $18 million.”

While overall very sobering, the report goes on to say “With all that is wrong with the economy at this time, what could mitigate against an even steeper decline? Presently there are several factors that are leaning against the prevailing winds and could offer hope for an emergent recovery: 1) U.S. (and global) fiscal and monetary policies are as stimulative as they have ever been, with even additional capacity and willingness if further measures are required to right the economy. Although the last round of federal stimulus spending is trickling into the economy more slowly than hoped, it will have a significant impact by the second half of 2009 and throughout 2010. 2) Inflation and related energy prices have been subdued, lowering consumer gas and heating bills and providing billions in additional disposable income. For the first time in 55 years, the Consumer Price Index is expected to post an annual decline in 2009. 3) Business inventories have been dramatically reduced, setting the stage for rapid gains in output and hiring once demand resumes. And, 4) The stock market, while not a reliable leading indicator of recovery, has at least reflected a potential improvement in business and investor confidence with its recent rally.”

The whole report is worth reading as it is an excellent analysis of the economic challenges Vermont faces. Here’s the web address, http://www.leg.state.vt.us/jfo/state%20forecasts/Commentary0409_1.pdf 

This week’s House legislation

H. 446 An act relating to renewable energy and energy efficiency

I included some information on the energy bill, H.466, last week. On Tuesday and Wednesday the bill was debated in the House, passed and sent to the Senate. While there are many initiatives in the bill to stimulate investment in renewable energy, the main idea is a concept used to advantage in some European countries called “standard rate”. Standard rate establishes a basic and favorable price for different kinds of renewable energy to encourage investment and then sets controls on the amount of renewable energy we can buy at that rate and the length of time the offer is open. The limits are set in order to keep overall electric rates affordable. Most of the debate focused on the questions of what we could do considering current and quickly changing economic factors. While we do not know the coming electric rates for the open market or rates if Vermont Yankee is relicensed, prices are likely to increase. The Natural Resources Committee took extensive testimony and then carefully set parameters on how much electricity could be offered at the favorable standard rate and how long that offer was available. They also established control mechanisms on rates at the Public Service Board. It is a balanced bill and I supported it. The first roll call vote was Yeas, 92 Nays, 42.

We always vote on bills twice and consider amendments at various points in the process. On Wednesday amendments were offered but not accepted. I voted for one of them concerning wind development on state property. The amendment would have allowed for consideration of wind towers on bodies of water such as Lake Champlain as well as on state owned ridge lines. The amendment failed largely because the committee hadn’t studied the issues concerning siting wind on bodies of water. I voted for the amendment to encourage the committee to continue to develop policy for looking at all our options for siting wind. Another amendment would have boosted the standard rate for methane digesters on farms but shortened the window for solar development. I supported the committees work on the bill and voted no. The final vote on the bill was similar to the first one and again I supported the legislation to move it forward to the Senate. 

S. 26 An act relating to recovery of profits from crime

In the bill,  “Profits from crimes”  generally means, “property obtained through or income generated from the commission of a crime in which the defendant was convicted.” The bill basically updates law that has been in place for awhile to make sure somebody doesn’t gain personally from a notorious crime. 

The House Judiciary Committee also added sections improving procedures if a person dies without a will. The bill passed on a voice vote. 

H. 453 An act relating to receivership of long-term care facilities

This bill establishes a process for receivership of a long-term care facility that files for bankruptcy. It amends the chapter of law that regulates long-term care facilities to protect residents “from the adverse health effects caused by abrupt or unsuitable transfer of such persons cared for in these facilities.” As long-term care choices evolve and as we find better ways to care for the elderly at home, we also need to make sure that if a long term care facility has to close that the residents are taken care of. This bill also passed without debate on a voice vote. 

H. 232. An act relating to fiscal year 2009 budget adjustment.

This year, the annual budget adjustment bill has been revisited many times as conditions change. At the end of last week there were concerns about payments to towns for local roads. Problems were addressed over the weekend and the bill came for a vote with funding for town roads. This is important because the only way towns can pay for road repair is through the property tax. The bill also included authorizations to use ARRA funds (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act) for state highway road projects this spring. One of the projects authorized and ready to go is a stretch of VT 9 from Woodford to Searsburg that is badly in need of repair. The bill also restores Medicaid and VHAP funding for chiropractic services until the end of the calendar year. The bill passed on a voice vote. 

S. 7 An act to prohibit the use of lighted tobacco products in the workplace

Years ago Vermont passed law banning smoking in the workplace unless there was a separate room. This bill, because of evidence that separate rooms still negatively impacted employees went further and disallowed any interior workplace smoking. The bill also passed on a voice vote.

S. 27 An act relating to tastings and sale of wines, fortified wines and spirits

This bill would allow Vermont wine producers to offer wine tastings. The liquor control board would be able to grant to a licensed manufacturer or a rectifier of malt or vinous beverages a second class license permitting the licensee to sell alcoholic beverages to the public only at the manufacturer’s or rectifier’s premises with certain conditions of notification. The bill passed on a voice vote. 

Don’t forget. Green-up Day is Saturday May 2 (next Saturday). Let Don Prouty at the Transfer Station or Barb Schlesinger at the town office know what piece of road you would like to clean up. 

Have a great week and-

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 
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