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 



February 1, 2009

Hello All,

This morning I enjoyed the American Legion first Sunday of the month all-you-can-eat breakfast. If you haven’t been to one yet, you’re missing a treat you might enjoy. The Legion is very welcoming and friendly. We all sit together at long tables and enjoy visiting with community members—a good way to get to know each other and stay in touch through the winter months. It starts at 8 AM and lasts until the food is gone. The Legion is also hosting a Valentine’s Day dinner on February 14 that I’m sure will be enjoyable.

This week was very full. As well as State House activities, on Thursday I accompanied the House General Committee on their trip to Bennington and Pownal. The drive down was a little slow due to Wednesday’s big snowstorm, but went well thanks to transportation arranged by the Vets home. I understand Rep. Joe Krawczyk from Bennington played a helping hand in the arrangements. Thanks! First we toured the Veterans Home and were briefed by its director, Coleen Rundell. The committee saw and heard about current renovations and the conversion to geo-thermal for a heat source. They were also very interested in the innovative work the home has accomplished with dementia patients working with the Vermont Arts Exchange and others. Many small touches respectful to the residents’ stories and dignity are apparent in the building. 

After the tour and lunch the Committee headed to Pownal for a brief look at some of our mobile home parks before a hearing at the Town Office. John Broderick from Regional Affordable Housing Corporation (RAHC) gave an overview on RAHC’s work and then invited comments from some of our neighbors in Readsboro, Stamford and Pownal on their projects. Jordan Schell-Lambert did an excellent  job presenting Pownal Valley Affordable Housing’s work to date and its goals for quality affordable housing that focuses on improving what we have as we work to transition to better, safer and healthier housing. 

The Committee then took testimony on H.92, a bill I’ve introduced. H.92 proposes changes in statute to better communicate and enforce current law around transfer of ownership in rent-to-own situations. The bill would improve this practice so that people entering into a rent-to-own agreement would be better protected whether they were the owner, the buyer, a park owner or the town. Town Clerk Karen Burrington and lister Barb Schlesinger spoke very well about problems they have encountered with the current law, especially around assigning responsibility for back taxes and other issues. Pownal residents Pauline Guntlow and Kathy Gaffney testified on other affordable housing issues. The meeting went very well. Committee members appreciated what they heard and saw and expressed to me how valuable the trip was to understanding some of the housing issues in rural towns. They were very appreciative of being able to meet in Pownal. After a brief tour of Royal Pine Villa MHP on the way north, we were back in Montpelier by 6 PM. 

I would especially like to thank the town for making the office available, all those who attended and spoke about affordable housing, and especially Town Clerk Karen Burrington for her testimony and her work on identifying the issues and possible improvements to the rent-to-own situation. 

House Committee reports:

The main work of the Legislature and Administration this year is the state’s financial situation. Current revenue projections fall below projected needs and there is concern over the federal stimulus package, its amount, uses and availability. Work goes on in the regular standing legislative committees.  At this point in the session most of the work in the State House takes place in the committee rooms. New members to the legislature and returning members with new committee assignments are briefed in depth on issues in their areas of jurisdiction.  To keep in touch on issues the committees are covering, members take turns writing about what their committees are covering. Here are some of the committee notes I’ve edited from colleague’s reports. 

Institutions and Corrections 

The Institutions Committee has just received the Governor's Capital Bill. The proposal includes $70 million in extra spending financed by state bonded money as a form of stimulus. Speaker Smith had earlier proposed a state stimulus package separate from the capital bill that might include public works and other projects that would support Vermonters and invest in infrastructure. The exact nature of any Federal stimulus package – how much money, for what, with what strings attached – is not completely known at this time. The Institutions Committee will be working with policy committees and the administration to find the best way to efficiently allocate possible funding. The goal will be to be sure that every dollar spent can support Vermonters, strengthen Vermont's infrastructure, and stimulate the Vermont economy.

For Pownal, The Governor’s proposes an interest payment as in previous years on the remaining state portion of the wastewater project. I hope that the final budget will include money to pay down the state’s remaining commitment. 

The Department of Corrections (DOC) reported to the committee on their work over the summer on changes to the corrections system. As of now, the Dale facility for women is closed, the women from the Windsor facility are at St. Albans, and male offenders who were at St Albans are at other facilities or out of state. The Windsor facility will soon re-open as a work camp for male offenders. DOC did an impressive job of completing the needed renovations in order to make this re-organization and re-allocation happen.

The "Justice Re-investment" initiatives we passed in new legislation last year focus on treating offenders with substance abuse problems. Substance abuse leads to drug and other crimes, especially theft. Treatment during and after incarceration, can prevent future crime, lower recidivism, and lower corrections costs. The programs have not been implemented, but are underway.
General, Housing and Military Affairs

Adjutant  General Michael Dubie presented the call-up of the Army National Guard.  A few facts:

*We will be sending approx. 1100 Guardsmen to Afghanistan in November and December 2009. This is the largest call up of Guardsmen since WWII. 

*We have approx. 3800 Guardsmen in VT of which are 1000 Air National Guard. Some 1000-1100 are full-time, the remainder are in conventional service (part-time on weekends, etc.)

*National Guard is training Air National Guard to take over some of the Army NG duties in the state, including responding to natural disasters.  

*National Guard has received $3.1 million from the federal government for outreach to NG and other service veterans to educate them about veteran benefits and programs.  

*Also called back is the helicopter corps. We have 6 Blackhawks that were built as medivacs ($20 million apiece) and VT is one of only two or three NG units that have such equipment. The corps includes approx. 80 personnel.

*The National Guard is setting up preparatory programs for families as well as employers and human service organizations.

The committee noted that relatively few services are available to veterans, especially homeless veterans. Many dedicated groups work to provide what they can, sometimes on a shoestring. Vermont provides assistance through Military Affairs, but they are also dealing with budget cuts due to current rescissions. Groups serving veterans are faced with the impact of younger veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. We heard this from the Bennington Veterans home on the Thursday tour.  

Family Assistance Centers are an important resource for Veterans families. They help families with all phases of deployment. The closest center is in Rutland at the armory. The number is 802 775-0194 (office) or 802 310-0879 (cell). Beth Bergeron is the family assistance center specialist. Please call if you need any help. 

Agriculture 

The House Agriculture Committee has spent much of its time introducing the major players in agriculture, compiling a list of programs and reports that were created by previous sessions, prioritizing new work for this session, putting together a list of "shovel-ready" projects related to agriculture and food, and assessing the current troubling status of the dairy industry. Dairy accounts for about 80% of all agricultural receipts for the state. Milk prices paid to farmers are headed for near record lows, which will cause farmers to lose on average approximately 50 cents on every gallon of milk they produce for the entire year of 2009. We may see many of the state's 1100 dairy farms go out of business. Milk prices paid to farmers are largely under federal control. The committee will not be able to propose a milk price support program as it did in 2006 and 2007, when the state paid out nearly $12 million in direct payments. Major issues for the committee also include on-farm composting, refining the legal definitions of agriculture and farming, support for large animal veterinarians, rules for raw milk and on-farm slaughter, developing more slaughter and processing facilities throughout the state, and generally supporting on-going diversification of agriculture and increased opportunities for local food production.

This last week the House Rules Committee met to consider moving jurisdiction on forest based products and marketing to the House Agriculture Committee. This initiative began in the Rural Economic Development Working Group a few years ago. After study by a special summer forestry committee and further recommendation from the Agriculture Committee, the House Rules Committee voted unanimously to bring a resolution to the full house supporting this change. All "in-the-woods" aspects of forestry will remain with the House Natural Resources and Energy Committee, and water issues (forests are our state's largest and most important source of fresh water) will remain with the House Fish Wildlife and Water Committee.

 

Human Services 

The Human Services Committee oversees the work of the Agency of Human Services. They started the session by assessing the impact of the '09 budget rescissions and Budget Adjustment items proposed by the Administration for the Department for Children and Families (DCF), the Department of Disabilities, Aging and Independent Living (DAIL), the Department of Mental Health (DMH), and the Office of VT Health Access (OVHA). These departments deal with issues relating to Vermonters who are elderly, disabled, children, low incomes, and needing mental health care. 

In assessing the administration’s proposed spending reductions, the committee was looking for cuts that bring greater efficiency and value for dollars spent, or that weed out ineffective programs. Advocacy groups maintain that the cuts will negatively impact those who rely on services. Advocates also ask whether there will be long term costs as a result of short term savings. The proposed Budget Adjustment asks for more money in several areas because of rising caseloads. In this economy, more people are expected to need services. The most difficult administration proposal is eliminating VPHARM (the wraparound program established to "hold harmless" senior citizens who were required to enroll in Medicare Part D). Elimination would mean low income seniors would have to pay more for their medications. 

Government Operations

Government Operations is reviewing the proposed state workforce reductions and how these reductions impact the health and welfare services to Vermonters. It is the purview of Government Operations to be informed of the creation of any new positions in state government and / or the elimination of any positions. The committee is working to get the information they need from the administration. The committee is also considering the Governor’s Executive order combining the Departments of Housing with the Department of Economic Development. There are also proposals to combine the Department of Labor with the Department of Economic Development.

Fish, Wildlife and Water

The committee has heard from the Agency of Natural Resources, Fish and Wildlife Department, Forest Parks and Recreation, and various advocacy groups about their views and needs. Also the committee is considering H.15, "an act relating to Aquatic Nuisance Control." The Lake Champlain Committee testified on the need for a more "rapid response" when a new invasive species is discovered. Apparently the Lake Champlain Canal is the most serious source of invasive species finding their way into Lake Champlain. Also climate change has caused the Lake to freeze over every other year rather than almost every year. This has the made the lake colder because the ice insulates the water. The colder lake has implications for the species it supports. Because of the damage done by invasive species,  a quicker response including a faster permitting process for control methods is needed, as well as cooperation between state  agencies and their counterparts in New York and Quebec. Overall H 15 would increase ANR's ability to respond to invasive species.

Appropriations 
The Committee has been hearing from state agency heads on the proposed FY2010 budget and are looking at the Governor's proposal to terminate 600 state employees in an effort to save $17 million. At present the detailed budgets submitted by agencies do not show where the additional positions will be cut. The challenge will be reviewing a budget without much detail on the impacts of the proposals. The committee heard that they would consider accomplishing the $17 million in savings through strategies other than position reductions. The Governors announcement of 600 more state job cuts comes after many months of agencies adjusting to the rescissions, budgeting for contemplated reductions to meet the additional $60 deficit for FY09, and from overall "belt tightening" exercises.

Health Care
The Health Care Committee is focusing on monitoring, evaluating, improving, and continuing the reform initiatives of the last few years. Reports assessing progress give a clearer picture of what's working and what needs more attention. Every three years the state funds an extensive study on Vermonters health insurance coverage. The study shows that more people have insurance now than in 2005 (93% versus 90%--halfway toward the goal of 96%,). This increase holds across age, income, or geographic categories. The most likely still to be uninsured are young people between 18 and 34. The reasons most people give for not having insurance are expense and not knowing the options. When directed to Green Mountain Care—the umbrella name for all Vermont's health care plans—people often discover they're eligible for VHAP (Vermont Health Access Plan). 

The committee heard testimony about the Administration's two-fold proposal to: 1) replace the current Catamount plan with a higher-deductible, lower-premium plan and 2) offer an additional option—an HSA (health savings account) joined to a plan with a still higher deductible. As proposed, both plans would lower the cost of Catamount to the state. Both would also offer different premium rates for different ages, a change in policy from "community rating," which spreads risk and cost equally among all members of a plan. 

The committee also considered H. 24. Introduced by Rep. Steve Maier, the bill would require insurers to cover the costs of colorectal cancer screenings for people over 50 or in high risk categories. Unlike mammograms, now covered with a $25 co-pay, colonoscopies are diagnostic and preventive because polyps are treated immediately. Questions remain on defining the procedure, the number of people who would use the procedure if it were covered, capacity of hospitals to meet demand, and changes to premium cost.

 

Education
The Education committee has focused on finances; school funding overview, school construction and teachers retirement. Nearly 30 districts are still owed construction aid totaling $70 million. The Administration hasn't put school construction money in their budget proposal and local school districts will continue to absorb the costs of interest while waiting for the promised state share of construction costs. Teacher's retirement is also under funded. The governor's plan to move teachers’ retirement funding from the General Fund (income, sales and other taxes) to the education fund (property, some sales and other taxes) greatly stresses the property tax. 

The committee heard on Act 60/68 that:

· The consequence of higher education spending is on the local district that approved the budget: high spending affects a district 200 times more than it does other districts. If voters spend more, they will pay more. 

· High income towns voted higher school budgets: lower income towns voted lower budgets. 

· Taxpayers pay the same when the per-pupil costs are the same regardless of the town they live in. Income sensitivity means that those that pay their education taxes on the basis of income will pay the same whether they live in a wealthy or less wealthy town. 

The committee is considering Special Education. Though the number of special ed. students have dropped, the intensity and complexity of their needs increased.

I am also concerned about the effect of the common level of appraisal on towns. This is a hard problem to solve because there needs to be a fair and balanced system between towns, however a few high sales in one town can negatively impact everybody in the town and the costs of reappraisal are considerable. 

Transportation 
The Transportation Committee took testimony from all the Departments in the Agency of Transportation (AOT)) to recommend budget adjustments. Federal stimulus dollars may support some current projects. The committee is concerned that a reduced workforce won’t be able to accomplish all the transportation projects in the projected stimulus package. Also, new federal dollars do not necessarily replace state dollars.

The committee is also considering the proposed rescission of the Ethan Allen Amtrak route into Rutland which is funded entirely with state dollars.

Overall, public transit has shown a steady 20 % increase in ridership.. Existing bus routes service only 10% of Vermont's population, so car and van pools are vital to more rural areas. The Governor has proposed a 10% increase in the Public Transit Budget.

 

Judiciary Committee
The committee has begun work on S.13, An Act Relating to Improving Vermont's Sexual Abuse Response System. This bill passed the Senate last week and is now being considered in the House. Two controversial sections are the practice of depositions and the use of DNA samples. 

The proposal regarding depositions is that "a person under the age of 16 who is the victim in a prosecution of lewd and lascivious conduct with a child sexual assault, aggravated sexual assault, or aggravated sexual assault of a child shall not be deposed." Victim advocates view depositions as traumatic experiences which could be supplanted with videotaped interviews by special investigative units and the resulting interviews provided as pre-trial information to the defendant. Defendant advocates are not in favor as they view depositions as a critical tool in the defense of their client. 

Presently, DNA samples can be collected only after a conviction of a crime. S.13 proposes that DNA could be collected from a suspect if there is "probable cause" that he/she is the perpetrator of the crime. There are some concerns over possible constitutional issues. 

Natural Resources
The Natural Resources and Energy Committee will be spending most of its time on energy and permitting issues, aiming to combine rapid deployment of renewable energy resources with responsible stewardship of our land. The committee also continues to take testimony and hold hearings on Vermont Yankee. This week's hearing with the Commerce Committee focused on spent nuclear fuel, low-level radioactive waste, and financial pressures on the decommissioning fund because of losses in the financial markets. The committee is considering the administration's proposal on changes to Act 250 and other permitting procedures in the governor's Economic Growth Plan. They are also considering solid waste issues. Increasing recycling reduces the amount of trash that goes in landfills. Landfills produce methane which is over 20 times more powerful a greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide. A further challenge is the recent lack of demand for recyclable material due to the slowing economy. The committee is also concerned about the Agency of Natural Resources' decision to close the state's environmental testing lab, which could seriously compromise testing the state's air, water, and soil for toxins.

I hope the coming week goes very well for you, that the ice on your driveway melts and the sun shines. Please let me know if you have questions and let me know whenever I can help you with your business with the state. 

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
