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 4, 2010

Hello All,

I hope everyone is having a good weekend and enjoying the warm weather. It is a pleasure to set winter coats aside and with the longer days work outside getting ready for greenup. 

This was a long week in Montpelier as we were back in Committee taking testimony on proposals from the administration under Challenges for Change. In the Challenge for Change process the legislature defines outcomes then the administration proposes ways to meet the outcomes. The legislature then reviews their progress and where acceptable makes needed changes to statute. The purpose of the challenges process is to find further efficiencies with better service delivery in a number of areas. The administration’s proposals were publicly announced Tuesday. If you would like to read the proposal, here is a link to the website. http://www.leg.state.vt.us/reports/2010ExternalReports/256352.pdf 

Each committee of jurisdiction’s job is to indicate what is acceptable in the proposal, what isn’t and where unacceptable make suggestions for other approaches to meet the challenge outcomes. We also approve or reject the measures the administration proposes to judge progress towards the outcomes.

Economic Development My committee, Commerce and Economic Development, has been working on the economic development challenge. In economic development the administration’s Challenge for Change proposal is a work in progress.  Their draft meets 60% of the $3.4 million target in efficiency savings.  The proposal would consolidate many regional service providers into up to 9 regional organizations and cut funding for many organizations such as the Vermont Council on Rural Development, micro lending organizations and the Sustainable Jobs Fund which they argued are redundant.  The Commerce committee after hearing from the administration took testimony all week from stakeholders including the Bennington County Regional Commission, the Bennington County Industrial Corporation and the Bennington Workforce Investment Board. Testifiers disagreed with projected savings, said that organizations that were eliminated were not redundant, that the savings were cuts instead of efficiencies, that they heard about the proposal at the last minute, that the process had not included them in proposal design and that the state needs long-term planning instead of relying only on a regional approach to planning.  The Committee found the administration’s premise that economic development happens best at the regional level is correct but their process, measures, and budget choices are unacceptable. The Commerce Committee asked the stakeholder organizations to work together and come back next week with a more realistic approach. All of the organizations are engaged and we hope to have alternative approaches very shortly.

Many other committees are working on the challenges too. Here are some brief reports on a few but not all of the challenges edited from committee member reports.

Health and Human Services took testimony on the Human Services Challenges from the AHS Secretary and Commissioners of  the Departments of Children and Families; Disabilities, Aging and independent Living;  Mental Health;  and Health, and from many advocates and consumers. Some Commissioners appeared to be more engaged in and enthusiastic about this process than others. The message from advocates and consumers was mostly that there might be some good ideas with some potential for good outcomes, but the process was moving too quickly. It didn’t allow time for enough understanding and adequate evaluation of the proposals to enable them to sort out which are good ideas, which ideas need more work and which ideas that should be rejected. Our task now is to do that sorting based on the information that we do have at this time – it will be a challenge…

House Institutions & Corrections has jurisdiction over two aspects of the Challenges for Change proposals. There are proposals for Corrections and there is a proposal for Buildings and General Services to become a charter unit. 

Corrections The basic thrust of the Corrections Challenges proposals is to provide effectively for community safety and reduce costs by allocating scarce and expensive beds to violent and serious offenders and to supervise and rehabilitate nonviolent offenders through community justice processes, probation, substance abuse treatment, and other community services. This approach is entirely consistent with the policy initiative that all three branches of government endorsed several years ago based on the justice re-investment analysis. Their recommendation was to avoid long terms of incarceration for nonviolent offenders and drug crime offenders. If we can reduce the overall population of incarcerated offenders we can pull prisoners back from out of state, saving in the cost of payments to Corrections Corporations of America without closing any of our facilities and re-invest some of the savings in supervision and services that can reduce recidivism by providing support and treatment. 

Buildings and General Services Charter Unit. There are two main components of this proposal although details are still being worked out. One proposal is to reduce costs of mailing across state government by reducing the number of leased postage meter machines and otherwise consolidating the processing of snail mail. The possibility of using email instead of regular mail for some communications both within and outside of state government will be pursued. This proposal is something worth doing carefully. The second proposal looks at the possibility of selling up to 500,000 square feet of state owned basic office space and then leasing it back as needed. Specialized facilities like prisons, hospitals, labs, and so forth would be excluded. This would basically be office space. The idea is that given the changing needs of agencies and the state work force, it might be useful to have more flexibility.  

Health Care The administration’s report contained three health care proposals. First, Vermont would expand the Blueprint for Health. That’s the initiative that began with a focus on chronic care and evolved to include primary care: every patient has a “medical home” in which care is provided by a team, supported by a well-functioning information technology system. Current plans call for covering the entire state by 2014. This system of care is at the center of Vermont’s health care reform. People will get better care and overall care will cost less. 

Another proposal calls for the creation of a “utilization review board” for clinical care for Medicaid patients. Medicaid is Vermont’s responsibility, though the feds pay over half the cost; Medicare is entirely federal. Some see this as an opportunity to provide better care by addressing the issue of utilization. “Utilization” addresses concerns around both over- and under use. 

Fish Wildlife and Water Resources Working with our challenges bill has proven to be challenging.  In its first iteration much effort was devoted to looking for efficiencies in the rulemaking process by creating an electronic portal.  It was hoped that the Secretary of State could maintain a web portal which would include notices or rules changes, adopted rules, and additional information that would increase public understanding of the rules.  However the Secretary of State’s office stated that creation of such of a web portal would be very difficult and any savings were problematic. We have taken testimony from the Agency of Agriculture, the Natural Resources Board and ANR that has raised concerns about new EPA rules on Greenhouse gases and the enforcement of the current rules and regulation.  These and the other changes needed to reach the desired outcomes while creating the needed efficiencies to reach budgetary goals are going to require much work.  We also hope to hear from the various advocacy groups on their take on the impact of these proposed changes.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

As well as committee work on the challenges two bills of note came to the floor this week. Here’s what passed the House:

H. 790 An act relating to capital construction and state bonding

The annual capital bill funds state construction projects including long term maintenance and activities that qualify for bonding. Examples with local impacts are improvements to the Vermont Veterans Home, the Bennington State Office Building and Courthouse including support for a federal grant for a geothermal heating and cooling system, improvements at the Bennington Fish hatchery, and interest on the state share of the Pownal wastewater project. The bill also includes an allotment to the Vermont Telecomm Authority for broadband infrastructure, and a needed Vermont Health lab. The bill includes small grants to municipalities for improvements to education, recreation and social service facilities. These grants have been useful to Pownal in recent years. This year for the first time there is a category for farmers’ markets in partnership with municipalities. Farmers’ markets are a growing economic sector. This category for small grants for improvements evolved from a bill I put in with Rep. Will Stevens and Rep. Mitzi Johnson. I’m pleased to see it pass the House for the first time. 

Also, the House chose to fund seven million of its outstanding obligation on school construction projects. The Governor recommended moving this expense to the education fund which is supported through property tax. The property tax is already overburdened. 

There were two roll call votes during debate on the bill. The first was on an amendment related to the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board loan policy. I voted no on the amendment which failed 32 to 91. In a final vote on the bill I voted yes. It passed 125 to 0. 

H. 689 An act relating to the Uniform Common Interest Ownership Act

I reported this Commerce Committee bill along with committee members. It levels the playing field between those living in condominiums, home owner associations and cooperatives and their governance boards.  Since the original bill governing homeowner associations passed in 1999, a number of abuses have arisen such as homeowners being denied access to association records or the right to be warned of meetings and to vote, or be protected from frivolous liens on their property. The bill carefully balances the interests of homeowners with the need to effectively run associations on behalf of all residents. It passed on a unanimous voice vote. 

I hope you are well and enjoying the early spring weather. 

Stay in touch, 

Bill 
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