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 25, 2008

Hello All,

One of my signs for the change from winter to spring is a growing number of visitors from Pownal and Woodford to Montpelier. This was a good week for seeing constituents. 

Wednesday was Vermont League of Cities and Towns Day. Municipal officials come from all over the state to meet with legislators and administration officials. This year Nelson Brownell and Clint Hutchins represented Pownal and we used the time well. I arranged for visits with the Agency of Commerce and Community Development officials to discuss some of the many efforts underway in town, especially work on Growth Center Designation. 

Growth Center Designation A few years ago the legislature passed policy to help economic development with its Growth Center Bill. In it municipalities go through a planning process that can lead to Growth Center Designation. Last year Pownal applied for and received a municipal planning grant to help develop a Growth Center Designation application. The town is in the process of implementing the grant. Receiving Growth Center designation would help residents and the town define and control growth while giving developers a better permitting process. Pownal’s application and grant focuses on the Pownal Village area. Growth Center Designation is competitive and only comes after an extensive citizen involvement process. Here’s some of the introduction to Pownal’s application for the municipal planning grant.

“The Town of Pownal is seeking a municipal planning grant to undertake the planning necessary to seek growth center designation for Pownal Village and adjacent lands, including the site of the former Green Mountain Race Track (GMRT).  The redevelopment of the GMRT has been a principle goal of the Town for two decades.  Past redevelopment efforts have relied on a “silver bullet” in the form of a single, large-scale use or activity that would replicate the track’s horse-racing zenith in the 1960s and early 1970s.  None of these initiatives were successful, however, and the property has changed ownership several times. 

More recently, the Town has supported development strategies that would provide multiple benefits to the community and surrounding region, such as business development that results in well-paying jobs and new housing, while reinforcing the smart growth land use policies of the Pownal Town Plan. The current plan, which was recently readopted with minor amendments, was substantially updated in 2002.  At that time the Town was planning for the construction of a new wastewater collection and treatment facility to serve the Town’s three historic village centers. Town planners were careful to coordinate community land use, economic development, housing, and infrastructure policies to ensure that these facilities would promote smart growth and avoid scattered development.  Key to this approach was the designation of three growth centers surrounding the three existing villages and the adoption of land use policies that called for concentrating a mix of uses within these areas and maintaining the surrounding rural countryside.

The 2002 Town Plan designated the area to the south of Pownal Village, including GMRT, for industrial development.  This reflected the Town’s goal of encouraging development that would create businesses and employment opportunities for area residents.  Subsequent to the adoption of that plan, the property was acquired by Progress Partners Ltd.  Those owners have approached the Town to discuss alternative development scenarios, including the development of a compact, mixed-use project that would serve as an extension of the Village.  An early conceptual design for such a project is included as an Attachment. In response to that concept, the most recent Town Plan changed the designation of the GMRT from Industrial to Village to accommodate this concept.  Additional planning is needed to refine the vision of the current GMRT owners so that the parcel can be integrated into a larger growth center that includes the historic village and other parcels, and create a mix of uses and activities that are consistent with the needs of the Town and region.  Finally, it is important that the plans for the growth center be balanced with other development goals for the Town, including maintaining the vitality of the other two villages and the rural character of the surrounding area.”

The next step for the town will be developing a RFP (Request for Proposals) to hire a planning consultant to work with the town on developing the application. 

Thursday I saw Juanita Cook from Pownal who was visiting for the Statewide Independent Living Council’s day in Montpelier. Juanita is a board member. We met at breakfast and heard a very well spoken young man who has surmounted and continues to surmount great challenges. He spoke about how the essential assistance he has received has made it possible for him to attend college and be a contributing member of his community. 

Friday Ed and Ann Shea from Woodford were in the State House to testify to the House General Committee on a bill Ed asked me to sponsor. The bill would help clarify the distinction between seasonal campgrounds and mobile home parks. This bill will make clear that landlord tenant relationships are different in seasonal campgrounds than mobile home parks should there be a dispute in the courts. Ed has done a great deal of research on the subject and with other campground owners presented his information to the committee very well. Later in the day the committee passed the bill unanimously with one absent and it will be reported on the floor of the House Tuesday. Congratulations Ed on all your good work on the bill.
This week’s legislation:

H. 737 An act relating to fiscal year 2008 budget adjustments;

The budget adjustment bill came back from the Senate with only a few changes that the House agreed to. The bill’s purpose is to adjust state appropriations to reflect fiscal reality as the year advances. This year’s bill included a measure that will set up on a one-time basis “an evaluation of law enforcement service provision statewide.” Also the courts will be able to use video technology at more locations than presently possible which helps reduce the cost of transporting prisoners for procedural hearings. Another measure helps support Vermont’s spay and neuter incentive program.

H. 788 An act relating to awarding moose permits to Vermont veterans of Afghanistan and Iraq;

The bill says “If the (Fish and Wildlife) board establishes a moose hunting season, there shall be established a program to set aside five moose permits for Vermont residents who have served on active duty in any branch of the armed forces of the United States and who have been awarded or are eligible to receive a campaign ribbon for Operation Iraqi Freedom or Operation Enduring Freedom.” The bill also includes directions to the Fish and Wildlife Department on how to fairly set up the program. 

H. 560 An act relating to the offender work programs board;

This bill proposes to eliminate the offender work programs board. The legislature heard that the board was no longer active or needed and that the work program is functioning well, so the original enabling legislation was repealed.

H. 866 An act relating to replacement of homestead education property tax with education adjusted gross income tax;

The House Ways and Means Committee have been looking at whether education funding could be based on the income tax. In a procedural move, they voted the bill out of committee so it would have a number and be posted on the legislative web site www.leg.state.vt.us . Then they recommitted the bill to their committee for possible further work. In that way people could read the bill and comment. The committee will continue to work on all the education funding proposals including the current system. I hope to have more on what the committee intends to do soon. 

H. 93 An act relating to beer producers’ interest in retail liquor licenses;

Instead of asking for a conference committee because of differences with the Senate, the House sent the bill back with a request that the Senate withdraw its changes which added an extra layer of regulation to the bill. Overall the bill helps Vermont’s craft brewers.

H. 864 An act relating to making miscellaneous amendments to education law;
Because of a last minute amendment to the bill, the Education Committee asked for more time to work on an education issue related to voting on education spending that was not in the original bill. I expect we will vote on the bill with the amendment or a substitute amendment this week. I have more on the rest of the bill below in a committee report from a colleague. 

H. 664 An act relating to unemployment insurance;
The Commerce Committee recommended passage of this bill which “proposes to amend the unemployment insurance laws to codify an exemption from the definition of wages for certain foster care payments, to allow for electronic filing of short-time compensation plans, and to eliminate the waiting week for short-time compensation benefits.” The bill passed on a voice vote. 

Committee Reports (Edited from reports from colleagues)
Education

The Education Committee passed out of committee an extensive miscellaneous bill last week. Here are some of the major changes:

Construction Aid: A district proposing to go ahead with a construction project without State aid can receive preliminary approval from the Commissioner of Education. This would protect the district from having to count the construction spending in the calculation of excess spending. The preliminary approval does not mean that the school will receive state funds retroactively in the event that construction aid is once again reinstated. If a school has a construction reserve fund, it typically has to be used within 5 years. However, the years during the suspension of state aid to construction would be excluded from the 5 years.
Calendars and Tech Centers: Last year, the Education Committee established a summer calendar committee to hold public meetings and come up with a recommendation for a statewide calendar.  Feedback was so negative that the summer committee decided they could not make a recommendation. As a result, the Education Committee decided instead to work on one of the major problems inherent in multiple calendars: How do tech students get to their tech center classes?  Although current law states that technical center service regions must follow the same calendar, this has been widely disregarded. The miscellaneous bill has superintendents, headmasters of independent schools functioning as approved area technical centers, and the directors of a regional technical center school district meet to set a regional calendar.

Pre-kindergarten – Average Daily Membership (ADM) Limitations:

Last year’s pre-kindergarten bill set limits on the number of children who could be counted in a district’s ADM. The miscellaneous bill clarifies how schools can count its pre-kindergarten children.   

Judiciary 
Sometimes vulnerable adults find themselves in need of a court appointed guardianship. The House Judiciary's guardianship bill, H. 617, is the product of a study committee's reworking of our current law. The bill puts the individual at the heart of guardianship laws to create guardianships that protect an individual from violations of his or her human and civil rights. While this bill recognizes an individual's right to refuse treatment and to make medical decisions, Judiciary is also working to clarify the authority of the probate and mental health courts in cases of involuntary medication (where the patient refuses treatment but the guardian consents), and what medical decisions the guardian may make. The appointment of a guardian, especially in terms of involuntary medical treatment, can be a serious infringement of an individual's liberty. This issue is of great concern to the medical and mental health communities. 

Health Care 
The House Health Care Committee heard testimony on the proposed FY09 budget and offered the following guidelines:  

Sustainability -- Controlling costs requires transforming the way we deliver care for people who need the most health care services - those with chronic conditions.  System transformation requires, in turn, that we at least maintain our investments in the Blueprint for Health chronic care initiative and health information technology. 

Coverage -- The health care reform legislation set a goal of 96% coverage by 2010. Investments in Catamount need to be maintained and policy changes that would increase costs of premiums, co-pays, and deductibles should be carefully considered for their impact on enrollment.  

Cost Shift -- For hospitals, the provider tax issue will result in additional underpayment in Medicaid and more costs being shifted to private insurance premiums. 

The committee also heard testimony these past two weeks on:

1. Expanding coverage to young adults, which targets the estimated 11,873 uninsured Vermonters between the ages of 18-24.  The proposal under consideration would provide that such coverage must be offered by all health insurers, including the state, to all young adult children of covered insureds, regardless of their tax dependency status, so long as the young adult is below the age limit (up to 24), is unmarried, has no dependents, is a Vermont resident and does not have military coverage. 

2. Supporting investment in the health care workforce to address the shortage of direct care providers (physicians, nurses, etc) through recruitment, training and retention programs. The committee was particularly interested in what investments are most likely to result in recruiting and training providers that will remain in Vermont with practices in underserved areas. 
End Notes

Ruth sent me the following press release about the Solomon Wright Library’s upcoming planning process. I hope you will participate. 
SOLOMON WRIGHT LIBRARY (Pownal's library) SEEKS PLANNING INPUT

The Trustees of the Solomon Wright Public Library in Pownal announce a long range planning initiative for the library.  What is the library doing well? How do you use the library? What could it offer to better serve the community? A town-wide survey with these and other questions will kick off this process. The survey seeks input on the kind of library people want both now and in the future.  

The one page survey will be available at the Town Office, stores in Pownal, Pownal Center and North Pownal, the Transfer Station, Town Meeting, the Library and on the Pownal Library Website www.solomonwrightlibrary.org. 
Completed surveys will be entered in a drawing for fun prizes.  The deadline for submission is April 12.

For more information or to receive an electronic copy of the survey, please contact Ruth Botzow at 447-7717 or through e-mail at rkbotzow@sover.net.

Next week is Town Meeting Break for the legislature. I’m looking forward to being home for more than the weekend and to seeing many of you at Pownal and Woodford’s meetings and at the polls. If you would like to find a time to meet during the week please let me know. 

At the end of last week, we learned that the House had lost another current member, David Clark of St. Johnsbury. He will be missed. 

I will miss another man we lost last week. Harry Breese was a great friend of Pownal -- a hard worker, President of the Pownal Valley Fire Department, a leader of the Hunter Safety Program, a family man, a sportsman and much more. Harry was a straight talker with a great smile and a realistic big picture view of the world. We will all miss and remember Harry. 

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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