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January 31, 2010

Hello All,

The warm weather and classic January thaw of a week ago turned around in a hurry. The Transfer Station was pretty quiet Saturday when I was there mid-day after being a guest on Tim Corcoran’s legislative report on CAT-TV. As cold as it is this weekend, it is great to see longer days and sunshine. 

This week was especially busy for me in the State House. Tuesday morning the Speaker asked me to consider stepping into the Chair’s role in the House Commerce Committee as the current Chair had asked to be relieved of the job. I agreed and by Wednesday I had assumed those responsibilities. I’m honored to serve my constituents and the legislature in this position. The former Chair, Rep. Kitzmiller of Montpelier is an asset to the committee. He remains on Commerce and will focus on two important issues he has led, Worker’s Compensation and Unemployment Insurance.  I asked the Committee not to be distracted by the change but to focus on the work at hand as much needs to be done this session on jobs, broadband, capital needs for business and how the state moves forward with economic development. 

Here are notes on bills the House passed this week:

H. 485 An act relating to the use value appraisal program 

This bill makes important changes to current use. The program supports conservation, agriculture and forestry by taxing enrolled land at its use value rather than its market value. Town taxes are not hurt by the program because the state treasury pays the difference to municipalities. Last year the legislature agreed to find over a million dollars in savings in the program for the coming fiscal year. A summer study committee looked at many ways to do so that would preserve the integrity of the program. In the end a one year moratorium on entry into the program proved to be the most effective way to achieve savings and keep the integrity of the program. The legislature took steps to make further adjustments to make sure any land in or leaving the program would be treated fairly and that those in the process of application would be considered after the moratorium ended. The bill does not increase costs on those enrolled in the program for the long run. The bill passed on a roll call vote 104 to 34 and I voted yes.

H. 533 An act relating to military parents’ rights

This bill establishes court procedures that address parental rights and responsibilities and parent-child contact when a military parent is deployed for service. With so many National Guard members headed overseas, the legislature wanted to make sure that children of military families would be cared for in the best way possible. Here are the bills findings. They well describe the intent of the bill.

The Vermont general assembly finds that:

(1) The military population in our state exceeds 5,000 Vermonters, a majority of whom serve a traditional part-time role. Many of these service members are parents to children under the age of 18.

(2) The mobilization of these military parents, with sometimes little advance notice, can have a disruptive effect on custody or visitation arrangements involving minor children.

(3) It is in the best interests of these children to minimize the loss of parental contact and disruption of the family that results from the service member’s absence pursuant to military orders due to temporary duty performed outside the state, deployment, or mobilization.

(4) It is important to maintain parent-child contact as much as feasible when the child’s parent is absent due to military orders.

(5) It is in the best interests of these children for the courts to address the military membership of one or both parents at the time of the initial custodial order or anytime thereafter, regardless of whether the service member has temporary duty orders or a deployment or mobilization order.

(6) The regular scheduling of hearings may be harmful to the interest of service members who, due to military orders, may need an expedited hearing or may need to use electronic means to give testimony when they cannot appear in person in court.

(7) The use of expedited hearings and testimony by electronic means, at the request of the service member who is absent or about to depart, would aid and promote fair, efficient, and prompt judicial processes for the resolution of family law matters.

The bill provides for expeditious court consideration of the needed modifications and custody hearings by phone when necessary; specifies to whom parent-child contact rights may be delegated; and stipulates a requirement by the non-deploying parent to facilitate opportunities for telephonic or other electronic contact with the deploying parent. Because of the importance of the bill to military families, the legislature took a roll call vote which passed unanimously. The bill was then sent immediately to the Senate for its consideration and action.

With most of the legislature’s work in committee this week, I am including a few committee notes edited from recent colleagues’ reports so you can get a sense of what is in process. If you would ever like to know what may be on agendas for the coming week,  that information is at the following web link:  http://www.leg.state.vt.us/Schedule/MasterSchedule.cfm. The week’s agendas are usually posted by Sunday PM. 

COMMITTEE REPORTS  

Capital Bill and Corrections by Rep. Cynthia Browning
The Governor has recommended adding about $9 million from the Clean Energy Development Fund to the Capital Bill to bring the total for the capital bill to about $80 million. These funds are to be used for renewable energy and energy efficiency projects in state owned buildings. The Governor’s recommend has no funding for paying off the backlog of the state share of past school construction projects and proposes moving the obligation to the Education Fund at a level of $5 million. Also in the Governor’s recommend there is $5m in funding for the Vermont Telecom Authority and about $7 m for investments in information technology systems for state agencies. 

Some of the pilot projects and programs to divert offenders from prison to treatment or to assist in re-entry into society have shown some promise, but we do not yet have a clear picture of the overall results. We would like to reduce the costs of corrections by diverting nonviolent offenders from prison to treatment or restorative justice programs. We would like to reduce the number of offenders who return to the corrections system (recidivism) after committing new crimes through improved support of re-entry to the community. If we can reduce the number of offenders in prison we can pull offenders back from out of state prisons and reduce our costs without closing any of our own facilities. But this has to be done in a way that protects community safety. 

Natural Resources and Energy by Rep. Margaret Cheney 

The House Natural Resources and Energy Committee has passed S.77, "an act related to the disposal of electronic waste." It's a "producer responsibility" bill that addresses the fastest-growing and most hazardous portion of the waste stream. Effective next January, the bill would ban the disposal in landfills of all electronic devices, such as computers, monitors, TVs, printers, and other detritus of modern life. These products contain lead, mercury, and other hazardous substances that pose a threat to human health and the environment if improperly discarded. They also represent a significant and fast-growing portion of our waste stream. Consumers who currently recycle such products responsibly often pay a big fee to do so, which is a major disincentive. Joining some 20 other states, S. 77 requires the manufacturers to take responsibility for them according to their market share. Manufacturers would pay a fee to the Agency of Natural Resources, again according to market share, to fund free, convenient collection sites around Vermont. The bill is now in House Ways and Means. 

Health Care by Rep. Suzi Wizowaty 

The committee is looking at a number of health care proposals that would move us toward a more efficient, universal, cost-effective health care system. We’ve also begun work on the health care elements in the 2011 budget, and on the governor’s proposals on Catamount sustainabilty. We’ve heard testimony that inquiries about Green Mountain Care (VHAP and Catamount) have gone way up over the past six months but the growth in enrollment has dramatically declined, suggesting financial or other barriers. The governor has asked us to increase premiums, co-pays and deductibles for the programs. 

Human Services Committee by Rep. Patsy French

Our committee looks out for the interests of the Vermonters – children, seniors, individuals with disabilities, and those with lower incomes—who receive services through various departments in the Agency of Human Services (AHS). We have been hearing follow up from some of our work of last session on palliative care which provides symptom relief to an individual in any stage of life who has a serious medical condition. As a result of the Palliative Care Bill we passed in 2009, a statewide conference on palliative care will be held in March. The Medical Practice Board will consider possible ways to require evidence of current professional competence before relicensing medical professionals. 

Protecting Vermont children is one of our highest priorities. Last year we passed a bill authorizing the Department of Children and Families (DCF) to institute a practice known as differential response that allows them to assist a family in which a child may be at risk of abuse or neglect without having to substantiate (officially assign blame to) a particular person. DCF is now able to work more on prevention of abuse and neglect rather than only reacting after it has occurred. In the upcoming few weeks we will be working on issues such as governance of the Vermont State Hospital and subsidized guardianship for grandparents who are caring for their grandchildren.

Fish, Wildlife and Water Resources by Rep. Charles W. Bohi
The committee has devoted time to studying H.323 – An act relating to establishing buffer zones adjacent to rivers of the state. The committee has taken a wide variety of testimony. 

The Agency of Agriculture testified that while they have supported buffers for many years, they were concerned about the potential loss of productive crop land, a concern also voiced by Rural Vermont. Rural Vermont also wanted oversight of agriculture to stay with the Agency of Agriculture and not be shifted to ANR as the bill would do. The Department of Environmental Conservation Water Quality Division stated that an intact buffer leads to better shading, more diverse and less prolific plant cover, maintains large woody snags and tree structures good for fish nests and cover, maintains leaf-pack which is good for bugs and therefore fish, and reduces sand which is also good for bugs. 

The committee agreed that the bill would apply to the “fourth order or higher streams,” which are all year-round flowing waters as listed and mapped by the Secretary of Natural Resources according to the Strahler stream order classification. Agriculture would continue to be overseen by the Agency of Agriculture rather than ANR. Finally, much more was left to the towns. More details remain to be worked out with this complex issue. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I would like to thank all the constituents who contacted me last week about H.484 because of the National Rifle Associations’ concern that the bill would impact sales of ammunition. I agreed to sponsor the bill with a number of other representatives as it is directed at cancer causing chemicals in children’s products. The bill is not intended to change anything about ammunition. If the bill could impact ammunition it should clearly state that it is not included.

Next week the legislature will be voting on H.97, "an act related to the unnecessary idling of motor vehicles." Exposure to vehicle exhaust, especially diesel fumes, impacts human health and the environment and idling wastes fuel and money. Vermont is the only state in New England that has not adopted diesel idling legislation. This bill would prohibit unnecessary idling for more than five minutes by all registered motor vehicles over 10,000 pounds. Trucks weighing over 10,000 pounds would be exempted if their idling is necessary for safety, operational, or other specific reasons. It also exempts farm equipment and road equipment such as backhoes that are unregistered. Here’s a link to the bill as the committee amended in Tuesday’s House Calendar, http://www.leg.state.vt.us/docs/2010/calendar/hc100202.pdf 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Thursday January 28th was another 250th birthday for Pownal as that is the date the deed granted on January 8th was recorded. I took the opportunity to speak on the House floor “on a point of personal privilege” to say that this was an important day in my home community and to wish Pownal a warm Happy Birthday.  I hope that those who attended the stamp cancellation event on the 28th at the Solomon Wright Library enjoyed the event. 

The library is sponsoring another year long 250th event for all visitors. Here’s some information they provided:

The Solomon Wright Public Library announces the opening of a community project, Where Are You From? as part of Pownal’s 250th anniversary year. Everyone is invited to participate by coming in to the library and indicating on one of the displayed maps where they are from.  The project is in the library’s community room and is open during regular library hours and during most special events at the library. It will be up all year. Call 823-5400 for hours or additional information.

Earned Income Tax Credit I recently read a useful story in the online Rutland Herald about the earned income tax credit (EITC). Here’s the link http://www.rutlandherald.com/article/20100129/NEWS01/1290325/1002/NEWS01 The EITC assists working citizens who meet income eligibility requirements. It applies to federal and state income taxes and helps many low income working families. Apparently about 25% of eligible families in Vermont don’t claim the credit. The Vermont Treasurer’s website offers useful information on the EITC at http://www.vermonttreasurer.gov/financial-literacy/ Look for the red box in the lower right corner. You can also get federal income tax help at the Solomon Wright Library. For more information call 823-5400.

Please let me know if you have questions or thoughts on the subjects I’ve covered. I hope you have a very good week.

Stay in touch, 

Bill 
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