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 5, 2009

Hello All,

The last weekend in March was warm and sunny, this one in April back to winter! Still it was good to get out and see folks at the Transfer Station Saturday morning, at the school play Saturday night and the legion breakfast Sunday morning. 

I greatly enjoyed this year’s school musical, 101 Dalmatians. The students, parents, PTG, teachers, staff and many more worked hard and well for a fun filled evening. After school programs make a big difference in students’ lives and the yearly musical has become a school tradition.

This week in Montpelier we voted on several major bills. The annual transportation bill, the coming year budget bill and the civil marriage bill all came to the floor for a vote. All passed and went to the Senate though the governor has announced he will veto the civil marriage bill. We also worked on other measures. Here’s what the House passed this week.

H. 86 An act relating to the regulation of professions and occupations

This annual bill modifies professional regulation. This year the bill looked at several professions including accountants, dentists and dental hygienists, professional engineers, veterinarians and others. The bill was non-controversial this year and passed on a voice vote. It is part of the annual housekeeping work all oversight committees take on. 

H. 249 An act relating to volunteer nonprofit service organizations and casino nights

In many small towns finding a hall large enough to do a fund-raiser that includes a casino night is a challenge. Currently a hall that is large enough is limited as to the nights it can hold such an event in the year. This bill provides more latitude in the number of casino nights allowed and will help community non-profits such as fire departments, town fairs, rescue squads and service organizations raise needed funds. I have encountered this problem in Pownal with the use of the legion hall and am happy to see the bill pass. 

H. 438 An act relating to the state’s transportation program;

The annual transportation bill funds all our state transportation systems including highways, bridges, trains, airports, and public transportation. For years the state of our bridges and highways has been in decline, especially bridges as many of them were built 40 years ago and need replacing. The recently repaired North Pownal Bridge and the Rte 9 Bridge in Woodford Hollow are examples of recent repairs. The Main Street Bridge in Pownal needs its deck repaired and temporary fixes to the surface are not economic because the damage goes deeper. This year the bill takes advantage of federal recovery money, augments our state bonding through new revenue bonds dedicated to state roads and bridges, increases funding for municipal roads, bridges and highway programs. The revenue bonds are paid for through a motor fuels distributor infrastructure assessment will increase gas prices by 5 cents a gallon. While this is unpopular, the alternative is not prudent as revenues from the gas tax are declining as we conserve fuel and move to alternative power sources such as electric cars. Some have suggested that we don’t transfer funds to public safety from the transportation fund, but those dollars would have to be made up for some other way and we need to maintain our state police who are critical to highway safety. With this assessment we know that about twenty percent will be paid by out of state drivers. Also the funds raised for the bonds will be protected in a fund. There were a number of amendments and votes on this issue which was agreed to by over a two to one margin. We also kept in mind that fixing roads and bridges means jobs and is important to the economy. Other amendments allowed the state to explore commercialization of rest areas on the interstate highways as a way to keep them open, reduced the annual sticker that goes on the license plate to one instead of two which saves money, and would allow towns to set lower speed limits on town roads designated “safe routes to schools”. The entire bill passed 109 to 43 and I voted yes. 

H. 441 An act making appropriations for the support of government.

This year’s budget is best explained by the following short speech from the chair of the House Appropriations Committee, Martha Heath. 

“The story of the budget before you today is written in the context of a faltering national economy, dramatically declining state revenues and a governor’s budget proposal built on an assumption that didn’t play out. From the time the FY09 budget was passed by this body a year ago, $70M has been cut from state spending. This past January revenues were further downgraded leaving the governor and the legislature with a $227M hole to fill.  

The governor proposed a budget in January that relied on $63M in education fund revenue i.e. property taxes, made concerning cuts to safety net programs and relied on an unknown but projected $107M in federal stimulus dollars. As your House Appropriations Committee worked its way through the budget process, we got a clearer picture of the stimulus dollars that would be available. These dollars would clearly provide a significant opportunity to meet one of their stated purposes…stabilizing state budgets. However, these dollars would not be enough to completely close the $227M gap between revenue and projected expenditure need.

At the end of February, the House and Senate leaders put forward a framework for balancing our budget in these difficult times. The framework proposed achieving the same net base budget cuts as the governor proposed but did not rely on property tax revenues.  Instead it solved the problem with $24M in new revenue and the same $28M in net base budget cuts as the governor’s budget.

The budget before you today uses that framework. The $28M in cuts are achieved and an additional $1.3M in cuts are made to cover the additional $1.3M in expenditures associated with S.13, the Sexual Violence bill passed by this body earlier this year.  The $24M in revenue is being identified by the House Ways and Means committee and will be before this body next week for action. This budget achieves the following objectives:

·        Keeps in place the safety net for elderly, disabled and poor Vermonters who rely on government services

·        Is not balanced by relying on revenue from property taxes

·        Level funds provider rates for those who provide services to the Medicaid population

·        Is careful about making cuts such as those the governor proposed that would likely cause 

Increased costs in other areas of the budget in the future

·        Provides resources for investment in worker training and economic development strategies

This is a difficult budget prepared in challenging economic times and yet this budget is a balanced, creative alternative to the governor’s proposal.  This budget maintains our commitment to Vermonters to help them weather the current economic storm and makes strategic investments to lay the foundation for a stronger, more vibrant state in the future.

There were a number of floor amendments to this bill also which were debated before a final vote of 93 to 53. I voted yes because it did not increase the property tax by 63 million dollars and it restored cuts to VPHARM which our seniors rely on for help with their medicines.

S. 115 An act relating to civil marriage

The bill states that “The purpose of this act is to recognize the right to equality under the laws of civil marriage and to ensure that clergy and religious societies are recognized as having marriage rites or rituals that are distinct from civil marriage and that are protected by the right to freedom of religion.”

These two goals in the bill were very important to me in supporting the bill. Couples committed to supportive loving relationships stabilize communities and regularize many of the issues society deals with around gender. At the same time core religious beliefs are protected concerning religious marriage. Some churches are gender specific in their ceremonies. Others are not. This was a very difficult vote because of emotional and passionate views on both sides of the issue. Many constituents reached out to me and I have spoken to many of you. Though the numbers do not matter so much on an issue of this nature, a majority—around 55 % of those who contacted me or responded to the Doyle poll at Town Meeting, were supportive of same sex marriage. The testimony I heard and read made it clear that Civil Unions do not equal marriage. They have provided important benefits to committed couples but gaps remain both in law and in how people are treated. One of the more difficult decisions was an amendment calling for a referendum. Vermont is not by the Constitution a referendum state. It requires its elected representatives who have regular contact with their constituents to make decisions according to their oath to the Vermont Constitution. Advisory referendums have been held in the past. In those days people did not have email or cell phones and contacting their representatives was often relatively expensive and difficult. I did not support the referendum which failed 52 to 96 because I think you expect me to not dodge questions but have the courage to vote carefully and responsibly and to be accountable to you for that vote. 

The bill passed 95 to 52 and I supported it. A vote the next day passed by a very similar margin. 

H.R. 11 House resolution requesting state government regulatory officials to work cooperatively with Vermont small businesses in the enforcement of rules and regulations

I sponsored this resolution with Rep. Obuchowski from Rockingham. The resolution “requests state government regulatory officials to take extra steps to work cooperatively with Vermont small businesses in the enforcement of state rules and regulations during these difficult economic times”. It expects agency officials to respond appropriately when rules are violated and to work to solve problems whenever possible.  The measure passed unanimously on a voice vote.

H. 213 An act to provide fairness to tenants in cases of contested housing security deposit withholding

This bill would provide tenants with immediate access to the undisputed portion of a security deposit withheld by a landlord at the termination of a tenancy, while preserving the tenant’s right to contest the withholding of the disputed portion. This solution would help rent disputes be resolved fairly.

This coming week the House will work on the annual Capital Bill and the Miscellaneous Tax Bill. The Capital Bill always includes state funding for wastewater and drinking water and I will be watching it closely. I also expect there will be a vote on the governor’s veto of the Civil Marriage Bill, probably early in the week. Also the Economic Development Bill may come to the floor by the end of the week. Please stay in touch. I appreciate hearing your thoughts on the matters we face. I hope you have a good healthy week. 
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