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 



March 30, 2008

Hello All,

Friday evening was one of the best parts of my week in Montpelier. Pownal’s Justin Sola won the statewide essay contest for Grades 9 – 12 in the Vermont Green Up student writing contest. He was in Montpelier with his parent’s Steve and Jilisa for the awards banquet. Congratulations Justin. If you would like to read Justin’s poem and all the other writing contest winners it is posted on the Vermont Green Up web site at http://www.greenupvermont.org/contestwin.php#Sola Green Up Day is May 3 this year and there are many ways to get involved. Pownal’s coordinators are Don Prouty and Barb Schlesinger. 

Local Notes Local projects with state involvement continue to move forward. Here are some recent updates on a few of them. 

Pownal Wastewater Project The Capital Bill which funds state construction passed the Senate with $1,000,000 for the state portion of construction costs plus $120,000 for interest. The House Institutions Committee will next take up the bill. Each year’s appropriation reduces the remaining amount of state payment at no cost to the town. Fortunately the bids for the last contracts went out and came back under estimate. Contracts are only allowed to be put out for bid if the dollars are available. These are the last contracts for the project. Finishing the project will resolve the EPA order on the town. 

North Pownal Bridge I recently received an update on this project from the Agency of Natural Resources. Here is what they wrote, “The bridge is under advertisement at this time. Bids are scheduled to be opened on April 4. A contractor will be chosen and a Contract developed and signed by all parties. The Town will be invited to a Pre-Construction Conference where the selected contractor will make known their plans for accomplishing the work. I would estimate that meeting would occur in early May.”

State Paving/Road Conditions This has been a very hard winter on Vermont’s roads. The pavement management division of Vermont Agency of Transportation will be working with the local Division garage to identify critical pavement projects in District 1 for shimming and leveling. They will be looking at many highway sections throughout the district including VT RT 346 in Pownal which has been impacted by the wastewater project and has not seen paving work for a long time. In Woodford on VT RT 9, the sections on top of the mountain to Searsburg  need work and are in the long range plans. They will be seeing if they need to do work to keep the road together before the larger planned repaving.

Burdick Mobile Home Park  The drinking water division at the Agency of Natural Resources has developed the contract and sent it to Otter Creek for a signature. Overall, they have identified a project manager for the state and determined that they can fund the project on the basis of possible pay back options to the State Drinking Water Revolving Loan Fund.  I know that temporary solutions for supplying drinking water are being considered once the danger of freezing weather is over.

Traffic Calming in Pownal Center Traffic Calming is the agency of transportation’s description for a variety of techniques for slowing traffic in populated areas. Nelson Blanchard at the Division 1 garage is working on a plan for the junctions of US 7 and Barber Pond Road and North Pownal Road. Traffic would be brought to one lane further down the hill on US 7 and turning lanes would be added between Barber Pond and North Pownal roads. Also the State and the School Board have approved school beacons for the junction of US 7 and Schoolhouse Road. I am not yet sure when the installation work will begin. 

Montpelier This week fewer bills were decided in the House as we work in committee on Senate bills. Here’s what the House worked on.

H. 574 An act relating to requiring beverage container manufacturers to pay an additional one-half cent per container to retailers who do not commingle containers;
This bill updates the state’s bottle bill so that operators of certified redemption centers participate in a container commingling program. Also beverage container manufacturers or distributors will “pay an additional one-half cent per container, for a total of four cents, for returned containers that are not commingled.” The share paid to redemption centers has not changed for many years as costs have increased. This bill will help recycling by making sure redemption centers will be able to stay in business. Because of work done by distributor, manufacturers and redemption centers, the bill had broad support and passed on a unanimous voice vote.
H. 558 An act relating to waste facility franchise tax exemption for mining waste;

This bill only affects one industry in the state, Omya in central Vermont, because it deals only with mining waste with chemicals added to the waste. The increased fee was agreed to by the company as it covers costs for inspection of their mine waste operations. The bill also removes a sunset provision on the fee.
J.R.H.  57 Joint resolution relating to U.S. military veterans and traumatic brain injury 

This resolution sent to the US department of Defense and Department of Veterans Affairs and key congressional leaders supports efforts to decrease the amount of traumatic brain injury to military veterans, to screen returning soldiers from combat for these injuries, and to establish a registry and centers for treatment including a pilot program in Vermont. 

H. 549 An act relating to establishing buffer zones along waterways of the state;
The buffer bill, which would have established a statewide standard of 50 foot buffers along the state’s waterways was debated and then ordered to lie as a number of questions came up during the debate that indicated further deliberation on the policy made sense. 

Pownal currently has 50 foot buffers so this bill would fit with our planning documents. The bill would let municipalities set lesser buffers for areas designated for redevelopment.  Anybody who currently has less than a 50 foot buffer could continue as they do now and the current exemptions for agriculture and forestry would continue. The bill may not advance this session or it may be modified and brought back for further consideration. 
H. 812 An act relating to ensuring educational continuity for pregnant and parenting students;

I wrote about this bill last week and the unanimous vote to pass it to third reading. Before third reading, the final step in passage, a member offered an amendment that would have allowed a pregnant or parenting student to go to any public or approved independent school in the state. The original bill set a careful process for determining the appropriate amount of time at an appropriate program in the community. The House defeated the amendment, which could have led to unintended consequences for pregnant teens and their families by a vote of 40 to 91 and I voted with the majority. 

J.R.S. 57 Joint resolution requesting the Agency of Administration to post all state contracts and grants in full text on the internet;

This resolution promotes transparency and accountability in government by posting all state contracts and grants on the internet. The resolution pointed out that Indiana has successfully taken this step towards more open government. The resolution which started in the Senate passed unanimously. 

J.R.H. 52 Joint resolution urging congress to enact legislation establishing an Office of the National Nurse;

This resolution urges Congress to pass the “National Nurse Act of 2006,” that would establish an Office of the National Nurse. The National Nurse, who would be a registered nurse would  

 “(1)  carry out activities to encourage individuals to enter the nursing

profession, including providing education on the distinct role of nurses in the health professions and examining nursing issues that would increase public safety, such as issues relating to staff levels, working conditions, and patient input;

“(2)  carry out activities to encourage nurses to become educators in schools of nursing;

“(3)  carry out activities to promote the public health, including encouraging nurses to be volunteers to projects that educate the public on achieving better health; and

“(4)  conduct media campaigns and make personal appearances for purposes of paragraphs (1) through (3)”.

This resolution also passed unanimously and was sent to our Congressional delegation. 

H. 888 An act relating to miscellaneous tax amendments;

The annual miscellaneous tax bill received, as it usually does, long debate. Because anything to do with taxes is relevant, representatives propose numerous amendments for votes. Several were to the Capital Gains tax rate  that both Governor Douglas and Speaker Symington proposed to realign though they had different ideas on how best to use the revenues. As the session developed both agreed that now is not the time to change that tax. We have heard that next year’s budget may be even more difficult than this year’s because of revenue forecasts related to the national economy. Vermont’s tax capacity is also at its limit and raising funds for initiatives is not wise right now. 

An amendment offered by the Progressives would have used the approximately 16 million that would be raised right now. An amendment to that proposal provided a 10 thousand dollar exemption to help take into account people selling businesses, farms, and capital gains. The amendment, which the tax committee treated as an unfriendly amendment, failed on a 37 to 97 vote. Though the committee had worked on this idea, they pointed out that the proposal needed work. I voted no.

Another amendment proposed changing the income sensitivity eligibility for the homestead property tax for those with fifty thousand or more in investment income in certain categories. Other members pointed out that the purpose of taxes is to treat similarly situated people the same and that the way this amendment was written didn’t do that. It also was defeated, this time by a vote of 42 to 89. Again I supported the committee and voted no.  I think the idea of the amendment was good but the details need much more work to avoid unintended consequences that  could be unfair.

Another amendment would have changed the prebate system back to its former method. The committee had taken a great deal of testimony that most preferred the new unified property tax bill and that the system should continue. This amendment was also defeated 43 to 84 and again I voted no.

The last amendment offered was accepted with some modifications by the committee. Last year a number of people lost their property tax adjustment in towns where the tax bill came after September 4, 2007. People did not have time to make a claim if their property had been misclassified as non-residential because of the state deadline for filing a claim. The amendment would give taxpayers in this position until August 1, 2008 a chance to file for reconsideration of a claim. The determination to allow the claim would be the commissioner’s and would have to be for good cause. Here’s the amendment’s language. 

Sec. 42.  EXTENSION OF 2007 FILING DEADLINE FOR CERTAIN PROPERTY TAX ADJUSTMENT CLAIMS

(a)  Any 2007 late-filed property tax adjustment claim which was denied before December 1, 2007, may be refiled before August 1, 2008, if all the following conditions are met:

          (i) the claimant submits a written request for reconsideration of claim, including all information required by the commissioner, in the form prescribed by the commissioner, signed by the claimant under pains and penalties of perjury; and

          (ii)  the first 2007 property tax bill issued in the claimant’s town was issued after September 4, 2007; and

         (iii)  the commissioner, in his judgment, finds that the claimant was unable to file the claim by September 4, 2007, as a result of sickness, absence, or other disability, or other good cause.

(b)  The commissioner’s determination to allow or deny a claim under this section shall be final, and the commissioner shall not notify the municipality of the claimant’s property tax adjustment, but instead shall refund the property tax adjustment amount to the claimant, without interest and without penalty under 32 V.S.A. § 6066a(d).

and renumbering the sections of the bill and internal references to be numerically correct.

On this same subject:

Important Reminder: File a Declaration of Vermont Homestead, Form HS-122, with the Department of Taxes on or before April 15, 2008. Filing a Declaration insures your homestead property is accurately categorized and that you are charged the correct tax rate.

You must file a form every year, even if you have declared the value of your homestead in prior years.

H. 11 An act relating to the commissioner of health;

The Health and Welfare Committee recommended some changes to the eligibility provisions to the Commissioner of Health. Currently you have to be a physician licensed to practice medicine and surgery in Vermont. The bill would allow a health care professional “who has at least a master’s degree in public health or a related health care field and who, in addition, has had educational and practical experience in the field of public health.”  The bill also says that if not a physician the commissioner would appoint a chief medical officer who is a physician licensed to practice in Vermont who would report to the commissioner.  This bill passed unanimously.

Next Week: 
We will spend most of our time next week on some major bills. We will be voting on H.891,the budget bill; H.887, the health care reform bill; H.890, the pay act; H.889, the Transportation Bill as well as bills on agriculture and forestry education and on environmental enforcement.

Final Note: Ruth and I greatly enjoyed stopping by Keith Armstrong’s sugar house on Maple Sunday. Though the weather was too cold to boil, there was plenty of syrup on hand. Keith reports this is a great sugaring year so far. We enjoyed the maple treats, good company and the warm sunshine. 

Have a great week and

Stay in touch, 

Bill 
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