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 16, 2008

Hello All,

The last few days I can feel the weather softening. With the arrival of daylight savings time and at the end of this week the start of calendar spring the seasons are changing. The week back after Town Meeting break was particularly busy as bills had to leave committee by the end of the week while several bills came to the floor for a vote by all the members of the House. We worked late into the evening in committee and were able to accomplish our goals for review of the legislation before us. Some of the bills we voted out of committee will go to other committees for their review, others will go to a full vote in the House before being sent on to the Senate. 

I drove home on Tuesday evening for a meeting organized by the residents of Burdick Mobile Home Park. The meeting was well attended by residents, owners, select board members, state officials from the Agency of Natural Resources, board members from Fire District #2, the Pownal affordable housing group and others. The challenge has been to find backers of the loan needed to undertake repairs.  In the end the meeting was productive. ANR is moving ahead with the engineering contract.

As well as legislative work, I participated in a few other State House events this week. On Tuesday morning the Governor’s Institutes of Vermont visited the State House as part of their 25th Anniversary celebrations. I’m a board member and I introduced GIV to the House Tuesday morning after the reading of a congratulatory resolution. The Institutes “enrich the lives of motivated Vermont high school students through intensive educational experiences on Vermont college campuses. These summer programs emphasize experiential learning and subsequent community involvement. GIV seeks to enroll students who reflect the diversity of Vermont." A number of students from our area have attended the institutes and found the experience valuable. If you have a high school student in the family and want to know more let me know or take a look at the GIV website, http://www.giv.org/. There are many valuable programs.

Other groups with local ties visiting the State House last week included a group from Southwestern Vermont Medical Center for Hospital Day and some of our Bennington County early childhood care providers for Early Childhood Day. 

The first business upon our return was the swearing in of two representatives to fill open vacancies resulting from the death of Rep. David Clark and the resignation of Rep. Loren Shaw, both from the Northeast Kingdom. Governor Douglas appointed Robert  Lewis, Jr., and Sandra P. Grenier. 

Legislative actions: Here are some of the bills we voted on in the House this week:

H. 617 An act relating to guardianships;

This bill revises and reforms the law on guardianships. Guardianships occur when adults cannot take care of themselves. The bill lays out the supervision of guardians for “persons needing guardianship”. Probate Court is the court of jurisdiction. The process for becoming a guardian with a clear statement of need is put in place, including statements of alternatives and why they would not be acceptable. The guardian would receive a complete background check. The person under guardianship would have the right to retain an attorney without the consent of the guardian. The revised law also clarifies procedures for emergency guardianship while the probate court makes its decision. Because the number of people under guardianship is on the rise in Vermont, the bill also sets up a guardianship task force. The bill passed second reading on a voice vote. A final vote will take place next week.

J.R.H. 54 Joint resolution urging Congress to eliminate the Enron Loophole regulatory exemption for energy and metal commodities traded on electronic commodities markets;

This resolution came up for consideration and passed on a voice vote. It encourages Congress to close a loophole that favors energy and metal commodity traders. It urges treating them on the same basis as other commodity traders. The resolution finds that speculation in energy future prices has contributed significantly to the huge price increases we have seen for home heating and transportation fuels.

H. 338 An act relating to a state purchasing code of conduct;

This bills purpose is to ensure that the state would use its purchasing power wisely. Here are the findings for the bill:

The general assembly finds that:

(1)  Vermont citizens believe employers should fairly compensate hard work, that the health and safety of working people should be protected, and that no form of unlawful discrimination or abuse should be tolerated.

(2)  Vermont citizens are aware that laws and regulations designed to safeguard basic tenets of ethical business practice are disregarded in many workplaces, commonly referred to as “sweatshops.”

(3)  State government purchase of goods made under abusive conditions on behalf of the state’s citizens offends Vermont citizens’ sense of justice and decency.

(4)  When the state of Vermont contracts with vendors whose suppliers profit by providing substandard wages and working conditions, Vermont’s businesses are put at a competitive disadvantage.

(5)  The state of Vermont believes in doing business with vendors who make a good-faith effort to ensure that their suppliers and those at the point of assembly adhere to the principles set forth in this act.

(b)  By this act, the general assembly intends that:

(1)  In its role as a market participant that procures apparel, footwear, and textiles, the state of Vermont seeks to protect the interests of Vermont citizens and businesses by exercising its state sovereignty to spend Vermont citizens’ tax dollars in a manner consistent with their express wishes that the state deal with responsible bidders who seek contracts to supply goods to the state of Vermont, and protect legally compliant Vermont businesses and workers from unfair competition created by downward pressure on prices and conditions attributable to businesses that violate applicable workplace laws.

(2)  Seeking to protect these local interests through the least discriminatory means available, the state of Vermont requires that all bidders seeking contracts to supply the state of Vermont with apparel, footwear, and textiles certify that they and, to the best of their knowledge, their suppliers at the point of assembly comply with workplace laws of the vendor’s or supplier’s site of assembly and with treaty obligations that are shared by the United States and the country in which the goods are assembled.

This bill passed on a voice vote.

H. 641 An act relating to nursing mothers in the workplace;

This bill protects a woman’s right to express breast milk for a nursing baby while at work. The bill is very simple

§ 305.  NURSING MOTHERS IN THE WORKPLACE

(a)  For an employee who is a nursing mother for up to three years after the birth of a child, the employer shall:

(1)  Provide uncompensated time throughout the day to express breast milk for her nursing child.

(2)  Make a reasonable accommodation to provide appropriate private space that is not a bathroom stall or a small storage area.

(b)  An employer may be exempted from the provisions of subsection (a) of this section if providing time for expressing breast milk would seriously disrupt the employer’s operations.

(c)  An employer shall not discriminate against an employee who exercises the rights provided under this section.  

It also passed on a voice vote.

S. 108 An act relating to the election of U.S. representative and U.S. senator by the instant runoff voting method;

Instant Runoff Voting (IRV) is a voting system known as “preferential voting”. It is in Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised. The system has been used for governmental elections in Australia for over 80 years and also in the Republic of Ireland and in the US in several large municipalities. The vote on IRV was not an easy one. I can see the various sides to this issue and have had to be convinced that it was worth going ahead in a limited way—congressional races only, not statewide races, and no additional financial or work burden to the towns. In the discussion and the material we worked from, there were good arguments for both sides. In the end, for the people to know that a majority of the voters supported a candidate and also for a leader to know what the majority of the voters thought made sense to me and I supported the measure. I also heard that more people participate in IRV elections and more people voting is a plus. The roll call vote for the bill was 81 for and 60 against. On third reading an amendment was offered to add referendum voting to the bill. The amendment was ruled not germane to this bill and in a vote to overrule the speaker’s decision I voted to support the speaker’s decision that the amendment was non-germane.

H. 875 An act relating to the sale of real property or transmissions facilities by certain regulated generators of electricity;

This bill makes sure that the Public Service Board reviews sales of property from transmission facilities. The issue came up because of a proposed sale of transmission facilities at Vermont Yankee. The bill was carefully drawn to make sure that all transmission facilities are treated fairly. The bill is particularly important to the southern loop, the transmission lines that provide reliable power to our area. It passed on a voice vote.

H. 636 An act relating to embezzlement by a public official;

This bill updates current law to clarify the process for dealing with embezzlement by a public official. It ensures that the steps for suspension, replacement and for temporary filling of an office are clear.

Next Week:

This coming week many of the bills we’ve been working on in committee will be coming to the floor. I expect we will be seeing long days and long debates. If you have thoughts or concerns on any of the bills we are working on, please let me know. If you want to see what is coming up, the regularly posted House Calendar is a good place to look. The Calendar starts with the bills we will be voting that day. Towards the end are bills on Notice. Those are the bills we will be voting on in coming days. Here’s the web link for House Calendars and Journals.

Calendars http://www.leg.state.vt.us/docs/calendar.cfm?Session=2008&Body=H 

Journals http://www.leg.state.vt.us/docs/journal.cfm?Session=2008&Body=H 

I expect that we will see plenty of debate on the Housing bill. Some would like to see more relaxation of current permitting, others less or favor different approaches. 

The bill H. 863  An act relating to creation and preservation of affordable housing and smart growth development, encourages the development of housing in Village Centers, Growth Centers, Downtowns etc. It also starts a process for basic safety inspection of rental units. The bill aims for a balance between development and keeping Vermont’s village settlement patterns. The bill helps with housing for working Vermonters aiming for new houses and apartments for all income levels, with incentives and eased state permitting in community centers. It also updates Act 250 in some rural areas, makes sure rentals meet basic health and safety standards and offers a property transfer tax reduction for some affordable home buyers. 

Communities with infrastructure and well developed local development rules can designate areas that would qualify for incentives for new mixed income housing that are within or next to Village Centers, Growth Centers, Designated Downtowns, etc. 

The rental housing program would be established by a task force, reviewed by the 2009 legislature and implemented in 2010. It includes simplified rental housing health and safety standards, licensing and training of private sector rental housing inspectors. It also encourages towns to run the rental housing program at the local level. 

The bill also establishes a land bank for developing affordable housing on appropriate state land.

Final Note: Pownal Rabies Clinic

The Town of Pownal will be hosting a rabies clinic for dogs and cats at the Pownal Center Firehouse on Saturday March 22, 2008 from 8:00 AM until 12:00 noon. The Town Clerk will be available for licensing any unlicensed dogs. 

Stay in touch, 

Bill 

Rep. Bill Botzow 
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