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June 1, 2009

Hello All,

Late on Saturday night, May 9, after an afternoon thunderstorm and then a rainbow, the legislature adjourned until the first Tuesday in January 2010. I drove home under a full moon arriving in Pownal about 2 AM. My time at home the next week was short as I headed north the following Wednesday to Sunday for UVM Board meetings and commencement. Time at home has been good. It has been full too with many calls from constituents and some time to help plant the garden and get out and enjoy community events. An annual highlight at this time of year was the annual school trip to the State House on May 22 for Pownal’s Fifth Grade. Though we were adjourned and the state house was quiet, we were able to visit committee rooms where you can really show how bills move through the legislative process. We also enjoyed a visit with the Secretary of State, a pizza lunch, and took guided state house tours. A few weeks earlier and just a few days before adjournment Woodford’s Fifth and Sixth Grade visited the statehouse. Their day too was full of tours, a visit to committee rooms and a trip to the Supreme Court and Historical Society museum. 

This week the Governor has called us back because of differences over the budget. We will meet on Tuesday June 2. Though the budget has dominated the news recently, much work was accomplished at the end of the session. It was extraordinarily full as legislative committees and conference committees resolved differences between House and Senate versions of bills and brought the results to the full House and Senate for final passage. When the special session is completed I plan to write my usual end of session report. Here’s my update on the bills we worked in the last week.

S. 91 An act relating to operation of vessels on public waters

This bill proposed that a person can’t operate personal watercraft between sunset and sunrise, whereas before it was a half hour before sunrise and a half hour after sunset. It also clarifies that law enforcement officers have the 11 authority to make arrests, regulate vessel traffic, and make reasonable orders to enforce the law. It also grants law enforcement officers the power to stop and board a vessel in order to perform a safety inspection. The bill passed on a voice vote.

S. 67 An act relating to motor vehicles

The bill makes a number of policy changes to motor vehicle laws concerning reports of accidents, transferring certificate of title, issuing salvage titles for scraped vessels, snowmobiles and ATVs, and organ donation information on licenses. The bill contained a provision with a form for registering with the Selective Service, but that part of the bill was removed in a floor debate and vote. I voted to keep that part of the bill as a way for people to more easily fulfill their obligation to register with the selective service. The measure failed 60 to 68, and the rest of the bill passed. 

S. 70 An act relating to clarifying the procedure for reinstatement of a driver’s license based on total abstinence from alcohol and drugs

This bill proposes to clarify the process an individual who has had their license suspended for life for reasons of drinking and driving can have an operator’s license reinstated on the basis of three years’ total abstinence from the consumption of alcohol or drugs. The process is arduous and requires a five hundred dollar fee and may only be done once.

S. 125 An act relating to expanding the sex offender registry

This bill greatly strengthens the sex offender registry by expanding the list of registrable sex offenses and the number of registered sex offenders on the Internet registry. The bill also established a new juvenile crime on “sexting” to stop the practice of young people sending indecent photos of themselves to friends. Here’s the language from that section of the bill. 

MINOR ELECTRONICALLY DISSEMINATING INDECENT MATERIAL TO ANOTHER PERSON

(a)(1) No minor shall knowingly and voluntarily and without threat or coercion use a computer or electronic communication device to transmit an indecent visual depiction of himself or herself to another person.

(2) No person shall possess a visual depiction transmitted to the person in violation of subdivision (1) of this subsection. It shall not be a violation of this subdivision if the person took reasonable steps, whether successful or not, to destroy or eliminate the visual depiction.

(b) Penalties; minors. (1) Except as provided in subdivision (3) of this subsection, a minor who violates subsection (a) of this section shall be adjudicated delinquent. An action brought under this subdivision (1) shall be filed in family court and treated as a juvenile proceeding pursuant to chapter 52 of Title 33, and may be referred to the juvenile diversion program of the district in which the action is filed.

(2) A minor who violates subsection (a) of this section and who has not previously been adjudicated in violation of that section shall not be prosecuted under chapter 64 of this title (sexual exploitation of children), and shall not be subject to the requirements of subchapter 3 of chapter 167 of this title (sex offender registration).

(3) A minor who violates subsection (a) of this section who has previously been adjudicated in violation of that section may be adjudicated in family court as under subdivision (b)(1) of this section or prosecuted in district  court under chapter 64 of this title (sexual exploitation of children), but shall not be subject to the requirements of subchapter 3 of chapter 167 of this title (sex offender registration).

(4) Notwithstanding any other provision of law, the records of a minor who is adjudicated delinquent under this section shall be expunged when the minor reaches 18 years of age.

(c) Penalties; adults. A person 18 years of age or older who violates subdivision (a)(2) of this section shall be fined not more than $300.00 or imprisoned for not more than six months or both.

(d) This section shall not be construed to prohibit a prosecution under section 1027 (disturbing the peace by use of telephone or electronic communication), 2601 (lewd and lascivious conduct), 2605 (voyeurism), or 2632 (prohibited acts) of this title, or any other applicable provision of law.

The bill passed unanimously on a roll call vote Yeas, 131. Nays, 0.

S. 89 An act relating to stabilization of prices paid to Vermont dairy farmers

The legislature passed a dairy bill which aims to stabilize dairy prices through the work of the Vermont Milk Commission. The bill provides for regular meetings of the Milk Commission to stay abreast of milk pricing issues and establishes triggers for meetings keyed to specific changes in milk prices. The bill also calls for an anti-trust inquiry by Vermont’s Attorney General working with other northeastern states’ Attorney Generals and Congress and the US Attorney General to “investigate possible anticompetitive practices in the dairy industry.”

S. 111 An act relating to legislative apportionment board appointments

This bill which the Governor has signed modifies the requirements for appointments to the legislative apportionment board. Every ten years after the US Census, the legislature is required to rebalance legislative districts to reflect any changes in population. A legislative apportionment board crafts a proposal for the full legislature’s consideration. This bill clarified the appointments the Governor makes from each political party to that board.

 

J.R.H. 29 Joint resolution urging Congress to enact a new Homeowner and Bank Protection Act

During the session I offered a resolution with Rep. Michael Obuchowski of Rockingham concerning the financial system that has been at the root of current economic problems. This resolution is part of a state by state effort to encourage Congress to take a hard look at our financial system. The resolution passed the House and Senate in the last week of the session. Here it is:

Whereas, in 2008, the House of Representatives passed J.R.H. 49, expressing its concern over the likelihood of a coming financial crisis’s impact on the state’s economy and the livelihood of Vermonters, and

Whereas, J.R.H. 49 urged Congress “to enact emergency homeowners and bank protection legislation that protects families and state and federally chartered financial institutions from negative consequences of foreclosure actions,” and

Whereas, Vermonters continue to experience the negative effects of the global financial meltdown, and

Whereas, Vermont banks’ ability to extend credit for loans for basic necessities such as homes and vehicles, as well as support for struggling businesses of all sizes, has been hurt by financial conditions beyond Vermont’s borders despite the relative health of Vermont’s financial sector, and

Whereas, many Vermonters are concerned about the rising national debt and the consequences for future generations, and

Whereas, Congress has attempted to mitigate the crisis through bailouts, loans, the Troubled Assets Relief Program, and other legislative remedies with mixed results at best, and

Whereas, other solutions to the current financial crisis have been offered, such as the previously proposed Homeowners Bankruptcy Protection Act of 2007, and

Whereas, creative, timely, and vigilant bold action is necessary to stabilize financial markets and secure the financial well-being of Vermonters, now therefore be it

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives:

That the General Assembly urges Congress to examine all options to relieve the toxic mortgage crisis and stabilize the housing and credit markets and to act decisively to secure the promise of the American dream and specifically urges that Congress:

1. Declare an economic emergency equivalent to the one associated with emergency banking legislation in 1933 during the Great Depression.

2. Mandate federal bankruptcy reorganization of national and state-chartered banks that includes the writing down of debt securities.

3. Freeze all mortgages and delay any foreclosure actions, either in progress or pending, until the economy is revived.

4. Mandate the establishment of fair-market payments that are equivalent to rent to be paid to banks in lieu of mortgage payments in order that banks can be recapitalized and that these payments be subject to regulation by the states, 

and be it further Resolved: 

That the Secretary of State be directed to send a copy of this resolution to the Vermont Congressional Delegation.

S. 48 An act relating to marketing of prescription drugs

Last year the legislature passed Act 80 because of practices of pharmaceutical company representatives that were leading to higher than necessary medical costs by encouraging the use of new expensive and sometimes unsafe brand name drugs when less expensive generic drugs yielded satisfactory results. Here are a few interesting facts on prescription drugs. “In 2007, Vermonters spent an estimated $572 million on prescription and over-the-counter drugs and nondurable medical supplies. In 2002, spending was about $377 million. Between 2002 and 2007, the average annual increase in spending was 8.7 percent, which is slightly higher than the average increase in overall health care spending during this same period.”

In this follow up bill the legislature went further in discouraging drug company practices by curtailing gifts to prescribers and requiring disclosure. Here are a few findings in the bill:

-“research shows that doctors are influenced by the marketing efforts of pharmaceutical companies, and that doctors who attend talks sponsored by a pharmaceutical company often prescribe that company’s drug more than a competitor’s drugs.”

-“drug detailing encourages doctors to prescribe newer, more expensive, and potentially more dangerous drugs instead of adhering to evidence-based treatment guidelines.”

-“acceptance of meals and gifts and other relationships are common between physicians and pharmaceutical, medical device, and biotechnology companies. The report found that these relationships may influence physicians to prescribe a company’s medicines even when evidence indicates another drug would be more beneficial to the patient.”

-“pharmaceutical manufacturers reported spending $2,935,248.00 in Vermont on fees, travel expenses, and other direct payments to Vermont physicians, hospitals, universities, and others for the purpose of marketing their products. Of Vermont’s 4,573 licensed health care professionals, 2,280 were recipients. Of the above amount, approximately $2.1 million in payments went to physicians. The top 100 individual recipients received nearly $1,770,000.00 in fiscal year 2008.”

This bill “increases transparency for consumers by requiring disclosure of allowable expenditures and gifts to health care providers and facilities providing health care. This act is also necessary to reduce real or perceived conflicts of interest which undermine patient confidence in health care providers and increase health care costs by influencing prescribing patterns. Limitations on gifts and increased transparency are expected to save money for consumers, businesses, and the state by reducing the promotion of expensive prescription drugs, biological products, and medical devices, and to protect public health by reducing sales-oriented information to prescribers.”

This bill was debated with many amendments offered. The bill passed the House 99 to 40 and then went back to the Senate where further changes were proposed and sent back to the House. The final vote on the bill was 137 to 4 and I supported the bill both times. 

S. 51 An act relating to Vermont’s motor vehicle franchise laws

This Commerce Committee bill helps Vermont’s auto dealers with their franchise arrangements with automobile manufacturers. It is a timely bill considering the recent news concerning both Chrysler and General Motors. It should help dealers and consumers by more easily allowing dealers to carry more than one line or make of vehicle and also it expedites the handling of any disputes between dealers and manufacturers by moving disputes from the courts to the Traffic Board. 

S. 136 An act relating to reducing the drop-out rate in Vermont secondary schools to zero by the year 2020

This bill proposed to reduce the drop-out rate through a variety of measures such as early identification of at risk students, providing academic help while in high school, and helping schools that are working to lower the drop-out rate. While the bill passed the House ultimately 94 to 45, many of the measures in the bill were amended to the technical education bill H.427.

S. 38 An act relating to requiring the Department of Finance and Management to annually publish on its website a report on grants issued by executive branch agencies

The findings section best describe the purpose of this bill, which has been signed into law. 

The general assembly finds that:

(1) State government needs to be accountable; and the public needs to be able to review who receives federal and state grants and how those grants are expended.

(2) In order for government to be held accountable for spending public monies, the public must be able to freely and openly examine the records of that spending, consistent with Chapter I, Article 6 of the Constitution of the State of Vermont.

(3) Officers of state government are trustees and servants of the people, and it is in the public interest to enable any person to review and criticize their decisions even though that review may cause inconvenience or embarrassment.

(4) Millions of dollars of state funds and of federal funds entrusted to the state are annually distributed by grant or otherwise to entities outside state government, including nonprofit organizations, community-based groups, and local governments, in order to accomplish public goals.

(5) For state government to be held accountable for the use of these monies, the public must easily have the ability to know who is receiving these funds and for what purpose.

The House and Senate Government Operations Committees took testimony on the need for the bill and what it would take to implement the measure. The law allows the administration five years to develop the website and procedures to track all federal and state grants throughout state government

H. 436 An act relating to decommissioning and decommissioning funds of nuclear energy generation plants

The House earlier passed this bill dealing with the decommissioning funds for Vermont Yankee. It came back from the Senate in a different form.  The stated purpose of the bill is “to promote reclamation of lands on which nuclear energy generation plants are located, as soon as technically possible following cessation of use for electric power generation or of authority to operate, to a condition that allows future beneficial use of those lands, whether for energy production, industrial use, commercial use, recreational use, or other use consistent with the character and traditional settlement patterns and land uses of the state, region, and locality.”

The bill makes sure that there are adequate funds to complete decommissioning promptly. One of the issues is safe-store, a process that would allow nuclear waste to be stored on site for sixty or more years while the decommissioning trust fund grows to cover expected costs. Considering the millions that are needed, the large amount the trust fund is currently underfunded, and the uncertain state of financial markets, the legislature voted to make sure the parent company fully funds decommissioning.  The vote was 85 to 52.  I voted for the bill as I had previously. After the session ended the Governor vetoed the bill.

H. 434 An act relating to agency of agriculture, food and markets revenues

This bill passed the House but not the Senate before the session ended. It proposes a number of ways to support the Agency of Agriculture including a better fee structure for inspecting meat from exotic animals such as bison and a .01 cent per pound maple syrup grading fee. 

H.446 An act relating to renewable energy and energy efficiency

This comprehensive energy bill came back from the Senate with some additions to what the House had earlier passed including a measure that provided for two pilots for towns to establish renewable energy districts as models for other towns. The final vote on the bill was 91 to 49 and I supported the bill as I did in the earlier vote in the House. 

J.R.H. 10 Joint resolution recognizing the commitment to quality service of Vermont’s locally owned banks

The legislature passed another banking resolution that had been written in the House Commerce and Economic Development Committee. The point of the resolution was to differentiate between Vermont’s stable banks and large national banks. Vermont’s banks have been stable and prudent. Here’s the resolution:

Whereas, the nation’s banking system has weathered much criticism and scorn in recent months, and

Whereas, many of the largest financial institutions in the United States have sustained major losses that are being compared to the setbacks that the banking industry suffered during the Great Depression, and

Whereas, a large percentage of the difficulties that many large interstate banks and investment banks not doing business in Vermont are encountering can be traced to extremely hasty business decisions that were based on quick profits and not on prudent decision-making focused on long-term institutional growth and stability, and

Whereas, the map of America’s banks may well be altered before the current crisis is over, and

Whereas, despite the problems facing the banking industry, the locally owned banks in Vermont have continued to be a bright spot in an otherwise gloomy financial picture, and

Whereas, Vermont’s locally owned banks reacted cautiously to proposed new credit and lending policies that larger banks, not doing business in Vermont, were implementing, but instead relied on sound business judgment, and

Whereas, had the nation’s major lenders followed the fiscal sensibility of Vermont’s locally owned banks, the United States might not have reached the economic level of distress in which it is presently entangled, and

Whereas, each of Vermont’s locally owned banks deserves commendation for its prudent business practices despite the enticements through the banking industry to eschew fundamental common sense, now therefore be it

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives:

That the General Assembly recognizes the commitment to quality service of Vermont’s locally owned banks, including Brattleboro Savings and Loan Association, Community National Bank, First National Bank of Orwell, Merchants Bank, National Bank of Middlebury, Northfield Savings Bank, Passumpsic Savings Bank, People’s Trust Company, Randolph National Bank, The Bank of Bennington, Union Bank, and Wells River Savings Bank, 

and be it further Resolved: 

That the Secretary of State be directed to send a copy of this resolution to each of the banks listed in this resolution.

S. 121 An act relating to miscellaneous election laws

This bill makes a number of minor adjustments to the laws concerning the conduct of elections such as allowing  recounts to be by optical scanners if candidates so request, allowing election officials to transport ballots for a recount instead of the state police, and allowing the posting of election results from optical scanners immediately after the election as unofficial results. 

H. 427 An act relating to making miscellaneous amendments to education law

The conference committee report for this House bill was voted favorably. This bill included the measure allowing the spouse of a municipality’s auditor to serve on a school board if there was no fiduciary connection between the town and the school in preparing, reporting or auditing their respective budgets. The bill also included a number of other measures on auditing, on reducing the high school drop-out rate, on what would and would not count in deciding whether or not a school budget required a second vote and other measures. The bill has become law without the Governor’s signature. 

H. 192 An act relating to electronic benefit machines for farmers’ markets

The Senate added measures to this bill which had previously passed the House that the House concurred with. The Senate changes included a proposal to “work with Vermont’s congressional delegation to design the reauthorization of the federal Child Nutrition Act to create a milk and meat pilot program in Vermont. The pilot program should be designed to: (1) test the feasibility of and options for centralized statewide purchasing of local milk and meat for school meals; and (2) offer technical assistance and training to school staff regarding sourcing, use, storage, and preparation of local foods.” Another proposal helps schools take advantage of federal help to Vermont schools with ways to store and serve fresh fruits and vegetables. A third proposal provided better guidance for the size and placement of signs to farmer’s markets. All were agreed to on a voice vote. 

H. 125 An act relating to the sale of unpasteurized (raw) milk

This House bill also returned from the Senate with changes to how raw milk would be regulated. The Senate increased reporting and inspection measures for the new category of sales over 12.5 and fewer than 40 gallons and moderated the regulations on the previously unregulated area of fewer than 12.5 gallons to bring more small producers in to compliance. There was another roll call on this bill. I voted yes again because we need to regulate the raw milk that is being sold. The bill passed 102 to 38. 

H. 145 An act relating to composting

The Senate proposed to the House to amend the bill to require more study on how best to regulate composting considering the variety of sizes of operations. Compost means “a stable humus-like material produced by the controlled biological decomposition of organic matter through active management, but shall not mean sewage, septage, or materials derived from sewage or septage.” The Secretary of Natural Resources working with the Secretary of Agriculture would adopt rules on accepted composting practices such as construction standards, operating standards, siting, and runoff. A small scale composting operation would not need a discharge permit unless it was determined necessary to protect public health or the environment.  

H. 441 An act making appropriations for the support of government

The “Big Bill”, the annual appropriations bill has been the center of attention the last few weeks as negotiations continue between the House and Senate over the Governor’s threatened veto. When the bill came back from the Senate there were many changes from what the House passed, some favorable, others not. For example, the Senate added sections specifying how the state would provide oversight and accountability of federal stimulus funds also called ARRA funds (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act). I found other changes unfavorable because I thought they impacted my district more than other districts because of the nature of the businesses and that Pownal is a border town. I chose not to vote for the budget which passed 91 to 52. Overall I thought the Appropriations committees did good work in finding a compromise with the Governor who has stated he will not support broad based taxes, preferring instead fees and moving a number of obligations such as the teacher’s retirement fund from the General Fund, which is supported by broad based taxes, to the property tax through the education fund. As well as education, his proposals negatively impact health care, the Blueprint for Health, affordable housing through the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board and other important initiatives. My vote was ultimately a local vote. Unfortunately the measures the Governor proposes are even more difficult locally. Considering the all the impacts, should there be an override vote on a veto I would vote to override. 

H. 12 An act relating to education property tax rates

This bill which passed the House earlier in the session was modified by the Senate in attempts to reach a compromise with the Governor on education funding. Earlier in the year the House reduced the property tax rate by one cent and then later in the session cut it another cent. In an attempt to compromise with the Governor on his insistence that the Education Fund should also face cuts as well as the General Fund, the legislature voted to revert to the original one cent property tax rate reduction, which is the amount towns voted on when they voted their budgets in March. The legislature was willing to make this compromise instead of moving the entire teachers’ retirement fund obligation to the property tax which would have raised education property tax rates by about twelve cents. There was one procedural roll call vote on this bill and it passed 133 to 2.

H. 313 An act relating to near-term and long-term economic development

The final bill of the regular session was the economic development bill. All week the conference committee merged the two large but different bills from each chamber. The bill takes a large number of incremental steps in many areas from a seed capital fund for new businesses to work on the agriculture sector in a farm to plate initiative to general permitting to help move development projects forward to better support for Vermont’s low cost lenders to help businesses and other measures. The bill also puts into statute clear goals for the state for economic development. It also provides policy guidelines for use of ARRA funds that should help Vermont compete for federal dollars, especially for broadband and cell expansion, information technology for health care, workforce development, a better electric grid and education. The bill in some ways tells the story of the economy and this session in its findings. Here they are: 

(1) Vermont has lost nearly 15,000 jobs since the cyclical peak in November of 2007, reaching an unemployment rate of 7.2 percent as of April 2009. Broader measures of underemployment, which include workers forced from full time to part time work and marginally attached workers, now exceed nine percent in Vermont. Revised macro-economic projections anticipate that the Vermont rate of unemployment will reach nine percent for the first time in more than 30 years.

(2) Initial claims for unemployment insurance have continued to rise, spiking in Vermont in recent months at record levels, with the weekly average of claims in January of 2009 reaching approximately 1,550.

(3) At the national level, the unemployment rate has reached 8.5 percent and consumer spending, which accounts for more than two-thirds of all economic activity, has experienced its steepest reversal since the Great Depression, with inflation-adjusted spending dropping by more than 10 percent in four of the last five months. Consumption taxes in Vermont are expected to recede accordingly, with sales and use revenues expected to be down five percent in fiscal year 2009 and meals and rooms receipts down three percent, with further declines expected in fiscal year 2010, which would comprise the first ever consecutive annual declines for these important revenue sources.

(4) Residential construction in Vermont has come to a virtual halt in Vermont, declining by nearly 70 percent. With weakness in Vermont second home markets mounting in the face of regional job losses, housing price declines are likely in the next four-to-seven quarters, with very low property price appreciation for an extended period of at least four-to-five years. This stagnation in property prices will ultimately have a significant impact on grand list growth and the tax base for the largest component of the education fund.

(5) Federal tax changes resulting from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), Pub.L. No. 111-5, while stimulating to the national economy, will result in reduced state tax revenues in approximately $9.1 million in fiscal year 2010.

(6) Despite the many difficulties in the national and Vermont economies at this time, there are several factors leaning against the prevailing winds that offer hope for an emergent recovery. For one, United States and global fiscal and monetary policies are as stimulative as they have ever been, with even additional capacity and willingness if further measures are required to right the economy.

(7) For the first time in 55 years, the Consumer Price Index is expected to post an annual decline in 2009, while inflation and related energy prices have been subdued, lowering consumer gas and heating bills, providing additional disposable income.

(8) Business inventories have been dramatically reduced, setting the stage for rapid gains in output and hiring, once demand resumes.

(9) With the passage of ARRA, Vermont is positioned to receive nearly one billion dollars in resources, which will be allocated to state and local government, to Vermont businesses, and to individuals. In addition, federal tax cuts will result in approximately $500 million in savings to Vermont businesses and individuals.

(10) Although state government is limited in its ability in the near-term to initiate new programs and expenditures due to revenue constraints, it can provide targeted support to programs best suited to capitalize on state and federal funding to leverage growth. The state can also improve existing programs, permitting processes, funding mechanisms, and other areas that affect economic development, in order to provide a more efficient and effective role for government to aid Vermont’s businesses and individuals and lead the state in its economic recovery.

(11) In the long-term, once the current economic crisis inevitably subsides, Vermont will be prepared to move forward with a focused economic development strategy based on four principal, interrelated goals generated by the commission on the future of economic development:

(A) Vermont’s businesses, educators, nongovernmental organizations, and government form a collaborative partnership that results in a highly skilled multigenerational workforce to support and enhance business vitality and individual prosperity.

(B) Vermont invests in its digital, physical, and human infrastructure as the foundation for all economic development.

(C) Vermont state government takes advantage of its small scale to create nimble, efficient, and effective policies and regulations that support business growth and the economic prosperity of all Vermonters.

(D) Vermont leverages its brand and scale to encourage a diverse economy that reflects and capitalizes on our rural character, entrepreneurial people, and reputation for environmental quality.

(12) The four principal goals emerged from two and one-half years of the commission’s study of Vermont’s economy and the public policies that advance and impede economic development. The goals are interdependent and interconnected, and they must all be addressed if Vermont is to reach its economic development promise.

(13) The implementation of the goals is the joint task of the legislature, the administration, our local, regional, and state agencies, our nongovernmental organizations, and our citizens. State economists have concluded that the goals cannot be adequately evaluated with a small set of simplistic benchmarks, but rather, must be evaluated through a wide range of indicators using statistical benchmarks accompanied by a narrative that is a contextual interpretation of the data by professionals. Ultimately, consistent monitoring of credible benchmarks will provide information on both the efficacy and cost-effectiveness of our public policies and strategies so that necessary adjustments can be made to continually improve Vermont’s economic prosperity.

(14) Despite its small scale and accessible government, Vermont lacks a shared statewide vision of its economic future. Economic vitality in Vermont is hampered by the lack of coordination among and between state agencies, between regional economic development corporations and regional planning commissions, and between these regional entities and state agencies. As a result of these disconnects, Vermont lacks a single, holistic, integrated state plan for economic development. Additionally, coordinated regional input is imperative for an effective, nimble, and integrated statewide economic development plan. Strong regional development organizations and regional planning commissions are critical partners and resources. Our citizens and business and civic leaders consistently recognize Vermont’s small scale and easy access to our government as a potential strength, but observe that we have often failed to take advantage of the opportunities that our smallness offers us.

(15) Vermonters are struggling to secure basic needs such as health care, child care, affordable housing, and quality education. These basic needs are prerequisites to, rather than the product of, economic development. Employers recognize that the health and well-being of our workforce are critical to business success. Worker recruitment, retention, and productivity depend on worker quality of life as measured by wages, health care, child care, housing, connected communities, and a healthy environment.

(16) In addition to providing for these basic needs, an essential role of government is investing in our digital, physical, and human infrastructure as the foundation for all successful economic development. Funding, building, and maintaining our state’s infrastructure is one of the highest priorities for the investment of state resources.

(17) The lack of adequate and reliable broadband and cellular infrastructure and access across the state not only impedes the growth of existing and new business in Vermont, but may induce existing businesses to relocate to other states that have better access to broadband and cellular service. Digital infrastructure benefits include government cost savings, increased productivity, and improved quality of life for Vermonters.

(18) The availability of mobile telecommunications and broadband services is essential for promoting the economic development of the state, the education of its young people and life-long learning, the delivery of cost-effective health care, the public safety, and the ability of citizens to participate fully in society and civic life.

(19) The Vermont telecommunications authority has made significant progress toward, and should continue going forward as the primary vehicle for, achieving the goal of realizing universal availability of adequate mobile telecommunications and broadband services, with a focus on unserved and underserved areas in the state.

(20) Vermonters’ ingenuity, work ethic, and entrepreneurship have long been viewed as competitive assets. Our rapidly evolving economy requires a collaborative partnership of business people, educators, representatives from nongovernmental organizations, and government leaders to provide a skilled workforce to traditional and emerging Vermont businesses, and to enhance career opportunities to all Vermonters.

(21) The strength of our state economy is dependent upon a diversity of business sectors. Despite difficult economic conditions, the state should exercise leadership and creativity in continuing its support of traditional economic drivers such as tourism, agriculture, forestry, construction, and manufacturing, among others.

(22) Tourism has a stabilizing effect on Vermont’s economy by insulating the state’s residents from the inevitable ups and downs of national and global business cycles, while providing individuals and their families with a diverse set of earning possibilities and challenging occupations that fit into their lifestyle and family situation. Vermont should continue to support this critical component of its economy.

(23) State government should lead by example in supporting local- and state-based economic strategies that are not protectionist, but rather, build on the proud Vermont tradition of self-reliance. Initiatives such as Local First, the department of agriculture, food and markets’ Buy Local program, and state and local government procurement policies for food, goods, and services that give priority to Vermont businesses when possible, each enhance the Vermont economy through the demonstrated multiplier effects of buying local.

(24) Vermont is home to a vibrant manufacturing sector, which consists of many businesses producing specialized and innovative products. Nationwide, manufacturing accounts for the majority of product and service innovation, and businesses whose competitive advantage flows from innovative and unique products and services, rather than low-cost or high volume, enjoy significantly increased profitability and generate more job opportunities and tax revenue. State government’s role should be to support this dynamic manufacturing base, and to provide the necessary training, education, and resources to cultivate a culture of innovation.

(25) In addition to traditional economic drivers, there are new, unique, and innovative Vermont businesses that are successfully competing in the global marketplace that need to be nurtured. There is broad consensus that Vermont can further leverage its brand, including its green reputation, into economic gain. Our entrepreneurial people, healthy environment, and connected communities – our quality of life – are genuine economic assets.

(26) Vermont’s reputation for environmental stewardship can be turned to our advantage. Vermont businesses, government, and environmental organizations must be partners and leaders in supporting and creating a green economic sector and the use of green business practices throughout our diverse economy.

(27) Microenterprise also plays an important role in our state’s economy and within the working lives of low to moderate income families. Microenterprises develop new industries, increase community assets, are important providers of goods and services in local communities, find unique solutions to local problems, and keep profits circulating locally. Microenterprise provides economic opportunity for low income households and is a proven wealth creation strategy for struggling communities.

(28) Microenterprises often require access to training, services, financing, and support that are different from what small businesses require in order to grow and prosper. Microenterprise financing options and business training and technical assistance are equally important and work together to support microenterprise development.

(29) The legislature, administration, and myriad economic and community partners must now work together with unerring discipline to focus policies, regulations, programs, and incentives on the critical interconnection between Vermont’s assets, our collective values, our capabilities, and the opportunities which will increase state revenues and the prosperity of all Vermonters.

With the final vote on H.313 The House was ready to adjourn. Traditionally the Governor addresses each chamber as they adjourn and is escorted in and out of the chamber by a small committee appointed by the Speaker.  This year I was asked to serve on the committee as we escorted the Governor from and back to his office. 

I hope everybody has a good week and to see you soon around town. 

Stay in touch, 

Bill 

Rep. Bill Botzow 
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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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