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January 22, 2007

Hello All, 

This week the thermometer headed down where it belongs for January and I certainly noticed the difference on my morning State House walk. I'm living in a new place this year since the couple I rented from the last few years decided to move to Maine. This time I'm living on Murray Hill, which is in the northeast part of Montpelier and about a twenty five-minute walk to the State House. It is about a two mile drive, but a shorter walk. I follow a path through the woods and the St.Augustine Cemetery, then downhill through a neighborhood of small houses, past the middle school, across the half frozen river, under the cliffs that line Elm Street and finally up Court Street to the capital. On cold mornings, early and in the dark, Montpelier is very peaceful and just coming to life for the day. Walking to work is a great way to start the day, even in zero weather. 

When I arrive at the State House only the Sergeant at Arms, the doormen who assist him and a few other early bird legislators have arrived. I work in the Legislative Lounge answering email, looking over the calendar for the day and preparing for meetings until the cafeteria opens for breakfast. Slowly, then in a rush, the building comes to life as legislators, the public and visiting groups arrive. By 8:30 activity fills the building. Often groups host rolls and coffee outside the Cafeteria and set up informational displays in the room next to the House Chamber. These events are useful ways to learn more about the many groups serving Vermonters. One day we may see insurance representatives, another physical therapists, a third could bring sportsmen, clean energy advocates or fire fighters. By 9:00 legislators are in their committee rooms taking testimony. This early in the session committees continue to meet with leaders of the Agencies they have jurisdiction over, the Governor and the Speaker as they begin to focus on their main areas of interest. 

Commerce Committee 

The Commerce Committee met with both the Governor and the Speaker this week to exchange views on our work for the session. From the Governor we heard more about his Broadband proposal and idea for a Telecomm Authority. Many details of his proposal are still sketchy. A discussion of the proposed Telecomm Authority's powers and resources will be important. We also heard that the administration will propose changes to the permitting process for towers. All proposals will take careful scrutiny to make sure they lead to addressing Vermont's present and future broadband needs and maintain local input. 

The Governor's proposal will be taken seriously. All agree it contains many good ideas and represents a step forward in the administration's thinking. They now see the need for public/private involvement in infrastructure development. Private companies alone will not take care of Vermont's telecommunications needs. 

In our meeting with Speaker Gaye Symington we discussed broadband and workforce development, two areas where Commerce will play a major role in developing needed legislation. The Committee has also been asked to take long range looks at economic development for Vermont as well as work on necessary commerce legislation to keep Vermont's statutes up to date. 

Commerce also met last week with the Public Service Department, the Department of Labor, Banking Insurance and Health Care Administration, the Agency of Commerce and Community Affairs, the Attorney General's Office, the Economic Advancement Tax Incentive Program, and the Workforce Development Council. We have oversight over these agencies and departments. For example, from the Attorney General we heard about consumer protection issues including lead abatement, use of credit reports by insurance companies, discount membership plans, and changes to telemarketing statutes. 

The committee also met with the CEO of Fair Point Communications. As you may have seen in the paper, they are the company taking over Verizon's telephone land line business in Northern New England. Verizon covers most but not all of Vermont. The plan does not include Verizon Wireless and their work on cell phone service in Pownal. The Public Service Board must approve of Fair Point's and Verizon's plans for the proposal to move forward. Our committee will be staying informed of that process. Fair Point promises better service and more broadband, no changes to local worker's jobs, new investments and more. The Public Service Board needs to make sure the company has adequate financial resources, that they follow through on Verizon's commitments, that service improves and that Vermont has excellent telecommunications. We learned that the Communications Workers of America intends to obtain party status in the PSB hearings to make sure their members' and Vermont rate payers' concerns are addressed. The CWA wants to make sure that telecommunication jobs, service quality and economic development efforts that depend on broadband aren't lost. 

Green Mountain Mobile Home Park Sale 

I learned last weekend that the bank that owns Green Mountain Mobile Home Park has notified tenants of their intention to sell the park. Last week I met with John Hall, Commissioner of Housing, Arthur Hamlin, Director of the Mobile Home Park Project in the Vermont Department of Housing and Julie Kelleher, Department Counsel. I wanted to make sure they were aware of the sale and working to make sure leaseholders of the lots were properly identified. This is important because leaseholders have the right to designate a not-for-profit as their agent in a purchase of the park. While RAHC (Regional Affordable Housing) does not appear to be a likely not-for-profit bidder, the statewide not-for-profit that owns and manages many mobile home parks is a possibility. That group always lets the regional group go first. The Department of Housing will be organizing a meeting for leaseholders in the near future. 

I also discussed with the Department of Housing and the Housing Coalition--the statewide housing advocates--new legislation addressing mobile home park issues and am moving ahead with drafting requests. Sen. Hartwell has also expressed an interest in working on these issues, particularly the chain of title issues that have been problematic in a number of parks. 

Agriculture 

While I am no longer on the Agriculture Committee, I am continuing to stay up with their work. The Committee continues to be chaired by Rep. David Zuckerman from Burlington. The new Vice Chair is Rep. Albert Perry from Richford. The committee has many new members, many with extensive farm experience. Like other committees, they have begun with visits from representatives of the farm community. They have begun by looking at short and long-range approaches to our current agricultural crisis. For example, Vermont farmers owe approximately $100 million to vendors such as equipment, seed and grain dealers. The main short-term approach is H.28 sponsored by Rep. Perry. The bill proposes milk price supports paid directly to dairy farmers beginning in Feb. 2007 and continuing until an $8 million fund is exhausted. The program would set a target price. If the price farmers are being paid for their milk is lower than the target, the fund would make a supplementary payment to make up the difference. Because of the bill's costs, the committee is also looking at other ideas such as helping lending organizations offer low or no interest loans. All are agreed that we need to get out of the cycles of boom and bust on milk payments that hurt dairy and that we have to maintain infrastructure so that farms can succeed. 

The Ag Committee also passed a resolution urging Vermont's congressional delegation to work for the passage of the federal farm disaster relief program, which would deliver an estimated $54 million to Vermont farmers with documented crop and production losses. 

There was also good news about Agriculture in the State House last week. Gatherings of farmers working on farm to school connections and on alternative fuels met to share stories of their progress and chart next steps. Both of these groups benefited from legislation passed in 2006 and 2005 and I was pleased to see that the modest investments we were able to make in diverse agriculture were being well used. 

I hope everyone stays warm and healthy this week. 

Please 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 
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