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February 16, 2009

Hello All,

I hope all of you have been healthy and have enjoyed the last few sunny winter days.

It seems that every winter whatever bug, flu or cold is making the rounds comes to the State House. Despite flu shots and lots of hand washing, it’s very hard to get through the session without catching something. The end of last week was my turn, so I’ve been laying low this weekend and starting to feel a lot better. As a result, this version of Montpelier Notes may be a little shorter than usual. 

This last week,  a number of bills came out of committees and were voted on in the House. Here are some of the highlights of the week. 

H. 58 An act relating to standards for goat's milk production

Several dairy farmers in Vermont have successfully diversified into goat milk production. To ensure health and safety for goats milk while acknowledging the difference in standards for different dairy animals, the Agriculture Committee proposed establishing a new grade of milk, manufacturing grade goat milk, which would be different than goat milk for table consumption or dairy cow standards.  In Vermont most goat milk goes to cheese manufacturing, a growing and successful Vermont agriculture sector. Because the biology of goat milk production is different than cows, a standard for somatic cell counts appropriate to goats when the milk is used for cheese was needed. The bill passed on a voice vote.

Thursday  was the 100th Anniversary of Lincoln’s Birth. To celebrate the occasion Rep. Bill Aswad of Burlington offered the following remarks. They well capture the magnitude of Lincoln. 

“Mr. Speaker:

Today is the 200th anniversary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln. Rep. Sarah Edwards introduced me to a book written by Doris Kearns Goodwin called “A Team of Rivals”. It covers the years of Lincoln’s presidency. It is, absolutely, a fascinating story. On this occasion, with the leave of the Speaker, I would like to read a couple of paragraphs from the book that speak to Lincoln’s personality and his renown throughout the world. In 1908, in a wild and remote area of the North Caucasus, Leo Tolstoy, the greatest writer of the age, was the guest of a tribal chief “living far away from civilized life in the mountains.” Gathering his family and neighbors, the chief asked Tolstoy to tell stories about the famous men of history. Tolstoy told how he entertained the eager crowd for hours with tales of Alexander, Caesar, Frederick the Great, and Napoleon. When he was winding to a close, the chief stood and said, “But you have not told us a syllable about the greatest general and greatest ruler of the world. We want to know something about him. He was a hero. He spoke with a voice of thunder; he laughed like the sunrise and his deeds were strong as the rock… His name was Lincoln and the country in which he lived is called America, which is so far away that if a youth should journey to reach it he would be an old man when he arrived. Tell us of that man.”

“I looked at them,” Tolstoy recalled, “and saw their faces all aglow, while their eyes were burning. I saw that those rude barbarians were really interested in a man whose name and deeds had already become a legend.” He told them everything he knew about Lincoln’s “home life and youth… his habits, his influence upon the people and his physical strength.” When he finished, they were so grateful for the story that they presented him with “a wonderful Arabian horse.” The next morning, as Tolstoy prepared to leave, they asked if he could possibly acquire for them a picture of Lincoln. Thinking that he might find one at a friend’s house in the neighboring town, Tolstoy asked one of the riders to accompany him. “I was successful in getting a large photograph from my friend,” recalled Tolstoy. As he handed it to the rider, he noted that the man’s hand trembled as he took it. “He gazed for several minutes silently, like one in a reverent prayer, his eyes filled with tears.”

Tolstoy went on to observe, “This little incident proves how largely the name of Lincoln is worshipped throughout the world and how legendary his personality has become. Now, why was Lincoln so great that he over-shadows all other national heroes? He really was not a great general like Napoleon or Washington; he was not such a skillful statesman as Gladstone or Frederick the Great; but his supremacy expresses itself altogether in his peculiar moral power and in the greatness of his character.

“Washington was a typical American. Napoleon was a typical Frenchman, but Lincoln was a humanitarian as broad as the world. He was bigger than his country – bigger than all the Presidents together.

“We are still too near to his greatness,” Tolstoy concluded, “but after a few centuries more our posterity will find him considerably bigger than we do. His genius is still too strong and too powerful for the common understanding, just as the sun is too hot when its light beams directly on us.”

Mr. Speaker, Lincoln was never a purveyor of doom and gloom. He was an optimist. If he were alive today, confronted with the current economic situation, two wars and political challenges, I think Lincoln would say that this nation, under God, will have a new birth of peace and prosperity and that the government of the people, by the people and for the people will not perish from the earth.

I have left a copper image of Lincoln on each member's desk.

Thursday we also voted on a resolution especially appropriate to Lincoln’s Birthday. 

J.R.S. 14, Joint Resolution concerning the protection of The Wilderness Civil War battlefield, an historic site important to the State of Vermont, the Commonwealth of Virginia, and all of the United States of America

The House General Committee in testimony heard that the Wilderness Battlefield is threatened by a large commercial development that would fall within the battlefield boundaries and just outside of the core area. The resolution supports the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s efforts to protect the integrity of the battlefield. Vermont's soldiers suffered a large loss (over 1400 casualties, 300 plus of which were fatal) in the Battle of the Wilderness. The Vermont congressional delegation, with the help of historian, Howard Coffin, helped the National Park Service purchase 500 acres of the battlefield for preservation. The General Assembly also appropriated funds to build a monument to the Vermonters who fought there. 

When the resolution was presented, it was very moving to hear many members rise to talk about their ancestors who had fought at the Wilderness and in related Civil War events. 

The resolution passed unanimously. 
H. 24 An act relating to insurance coverage for colorectal cancer screening

The House Health Care Committee brought forward a bill that would provide for insurance coverage for colonoscopies. The findings section of the bill gives a good idea of the importance of this effort for preventative medicine. 

FINDINGS:

(a) Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer affecting Vermonters. Approximately 130 Vermonters die each year from colorectal cancer and around 330 new cases are diagnosed in Vermont each year. All Americans have a five percent risk of developing colorectal cancer during their lifetime.

(b) Ninety percent of colorectal cancers are diagnosed in patients over the age of 50.

(c) If caught early, patients suffering from colorectal cancer have a 70 to 90 percent survival rate.

(d) Colorectal cancer screening prevents and diagnoses colorectal cancer.

(e) Raising the numbers of colorectal cancer screenings in Vermont is likely to produce minor increases in health care costs in early years, but is expected to save money over time as the need for expensive cancer treatments is reduced.

The bill goes on to say that insurers shall provide coverage for colorectal cancer screening, providing an insured 50 years of age or older with the option of:

(A) Annual fecal occult blood testing plus one flexible sigmoidoscopy every five years; or

(B) One colonoscopy every 10 years.

If an insured person is at high risk for colorectal cancer, colorectal cancer screening examinations and laboratory tests as recommended by the treating physician would be covered. A high risk individual is someone with:

(1) A family medical history of colorectal cancer or a genetic syndrome predisposing the individual to colorectal cancer;

(2) A prior occurrence of colorectal cancer or precursor polyps;

(3) A prior occurrence of a chronic digestive disease condition such as inflammatory bowel disease, Crohn’s disease, or ulcerative colitis; or

(4) Other predisposing factors as determined by the individual’s treating physician.

The bill was debated extensively even though it had passed the Health Care Committee unanimously. Some felt that the investment in preventative care was too expensive and weren’t convinced in the better long term cost savings. The bill passed 105 to 34. The next day a floor amendment was added. The amendment reinforced a  $25 co-pay for the colonoscopy if permitted by Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. A final vote on the bill was 104 to 35. I voted for the bill.

H. 28 An act relating to temporary wastewater system permits

The Fish and Wildlife Committee recommended clarifying language on the use of holding tanks in emergency situations. H.28, would allow temporary wastewater system permits in cases where a dwelling has been rendered uninhabitable and no link to a more permanent wastewater disposal system is available. The bill passed on a voice vote.

H. 64 An act relating to eligibility for the state youth hunting programs

Another Fish and Wildlife bill also passed on a voice vote. The bill would allow youths from other states to participate in Vermont Youth Hunting days. 

If you would like more information on any of the bills I report on please let me know and I will send you the complete language of the bill as passed by the house. If you would like to look up a bill on line, the website is http://www.leg.state.vt.us/database/status/status.cfm .  Enter the number of the bill, click ENTER then scroll down to the bottom of the page for a link to the bill language as introduced and as passed. 

Next week we will take up two measures that will receive a great deal of attention. One is S.13, the sex offender bill and the other is the Budget Adjustment Act. The sex offender bill passed the Senate with strong support and then was worked on by the House Judiciary committee. The committee has sought to find the right balance on the most difficult issues which are the mandated educational components to schools, the use of DNA testing, taking depositions from young children, and deferred sentences. 

The Budget Adjustment Act will be difficult because of the impact on health care programs such as prescription drugs for seniors. The Governor has proposed eliminating VPHARM but the committee will recommend supporting that and other programs at least temporarily. I suspect we will see a great deal of debate next week on these and related issues. Many of you have written to me with your concerns and I greatly appreciate hearing from you. Your thoughts, concerns and ideas are very helpful to me in addressing the choices we must make.  

I hope you have a good week,

Stay in touch, 

Bill 
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