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 22, 2010

Hello All,

The break in the weather this week has been very welcome. In the evening of a beautiful first day of spring over 100 people showed up for the bonfire celebrating Pownal’s 250th Saturday. The event was organized by the Solomon Wright Public Library and many community members contributed to its success offering wood, trucking and work to build a twenty foot plus tower of wood. The Pownal Valley Fire Department and Pownal’s Constable stood by. The fire was touched off at dusk, first glowing from inside the tower then flaming high into a night sky with stars and a crescent moon and finally settling into a hot cheerful blaze.

In Montpelier bills continued to come from committees for floor debate. We spent most of our time on the floor but committee work continues .  Here’s what was voted on in the House last week. If you would like more information on any of the bills please let me know. Also if you would like to read the bill here’s a link to the legislative web site page where you can enter the bill number and then scroll down to a link and read the bill as introduced and as passed by the House. http://www.leg.state.vt.us/database/status/status.cfm 

Legislation in the House:

S. 280 An act relating to prohibiting texting while operating on a highway

Last year the House passed a comprehensive Highway Safety Act. The Senate did not take up the bill. Instead this year the Senate passed S.280 which deals only with texting while driving. The House reviewed the bill and returned it to the Senate with many of the provisions from last year which include a hand held cell phone ban (hands free allowed), primary seat belt enforcement and restrictions on teen  night driving. Here are the General Findings in the bill. 

 (1) In December 2006, the governor transmitted to the Division Administrator of the Federal Highway Administration the Strategic Highway Plan for Vermont that stated “The first half of 2006 was trending toward a near record-breaking year for highway deaths and incapacitating injuries.” In response to this trend, the Strategic Highway Safety Plan for Vermont was created with the mission to “minimize the occurrence and severity of crashes, related human suffering, and economic losses on the Vermont transportation network.”

(2) According to the governor’s highway safety office, traffic crashes cost the nation about $230 billion each year in medical expenses, lost productivity, property damage, and related costs. Vermont pays $221 million of those costs. In 2008, workplace traffic crash injuries cost Vermonters more than $39 million.

(3) According to the governor’s highway safety program, each highway fatality cost the state of Vermont more than $900,000.00.

(4) In recognition of the terrible toll in terms of human suffering and financial loss resulting from motor vehicle crashes, on July 6, 2006, the Vermont department of health’s injury prevention program hosted the 2006 Symposium on Preventing Crashes Among Young Drivers at the Inn at Essex, Vermont. The symposium brought together key leaders in highway safety, transportation, public health, and youth development for an in-depth multidisciplinary exploration of the causes of crashes among young drivers and opportunities for prevention.

There were a number of roll call votes on the bill as we voted section by section on the provisions. In the final vote it passed 115 to 26 and I voted yes.

H. 132 An act relating to residential electrical installations

The House General Committee, after taking a great deal of testimony, decided to limit the bill to instances such as after a fire or flood where it was necessary for a licensed electrician to inspect before reconnection. Related policy in the bill clarifies the rights of owners to work on their buildings.

H. 408 An act relating to improving nutrition programs

This bill more clearly aligns the state with federal nutrition programs to provide better support for 3 Squares Vermont. It reduces administrative burden for applicants, participants and the state. The bill especially helps seniors with a simplified application process. It also helps children in 21st Century Community Learning Centers by including a voluntary after school snack program. 

H. 648 An act relating to harassment and hazing policies at independent colleges

This bill requires independent colleges in Vermont to adopt anti-harassment and hazing policies. The State Colleges and UVM already have the policies in place. 

H. 590 An act relating to mediation in foreclosure proceedings

This bill “establishes a program to assure the availability of mediation and compliance with the federal Home Affordable Modification Program (“HAMP”) requirements in actions for foreclosure of a mortgage on any dwelling house of four units or less that is occupied by the owner as a principal residence.” The mediator would have to be trained in foreclosure law. The bill lays out the process and the timeline for the mediation process. 

H. 772 An act relating to alcoholic beverage tastings and other liquor licensing issues

This simplifies the definition of manufacturer and reorganizes and coordinates the laws for tastings.  This bill also clarifies the responsibility of hotels that provide mini bars in rooms. The bill also would allow restaurant customers to take home resealed unfinished bottles of specialty beer and it increases the deposit for a keg of beer. It also shortens the notice period and expands opportunities for tastings of all types of alcoholic beverages. The goal of the committee is to provide controlled opportunities for tastings especially considering that many small Vermont businesses are creating special products.

H. 243 An act relating to the creation of an apprentice hunting license

The House Fish and Wildlife Committee reported H.243 as a way to increase hunting opportunities. The program has worked well in other states and gives a way for an individual to experience hunting with proper supervision and controls. It passed on a strong voice vote. 

H. 462 An act relating to encroachments on public waters

This bill allows the Agency of Natural Resources to regulate dock construction on Lake Champlain and Lake Memphramagog and their tributaries as well as on the Connecticut River above the dams. Commercial docks would generally need a permit but non-commercial docks would not need permitting if they were less than 50 feet long or smaller than 500 square feet in size.
H. 509 An act relating to pollution control measures for Lake Champlain

This bill would help farmers in their efforts to clean up Lake Champlain by providing assistance for voluntary temporary fencing with federal support. It also asks for a report on the possibility of a general permitting program for stream alterations. The bill also proposes developing best management practices in regard to water issues for the state and towns standards in construction projects  

H. 528 An act relating to the illegal cutting, removal, or destruction of forest products

This bill came from the Agriculture Committee which now has jurisdiction over forest product issues. It proposes criminal penalties for a person who knowingly cuts, destroys, or removes forest products without the consent of the owner of the forest products. The bill clarifies that it is the responsibility of the landowner to clearly mark boundaries. 

H. 540 An act relating to motor vehicles passing vulnerable users on the highway and to bicycle operation

This bill helps protect “vulnerable users” of highways such as bicyclists, people in wheelchairs, people dealing with animals, driving tractors or farm equipment and construction workers. It sets the following standard for people in motor vehicles when passing. “The operator of a motor vehicle approaching or passing a vulnerable user shall exercise due care, which includes using every reasonable precaution and increasing clearance from the vulnerable user, to safely clear the vulnerable user.”

H. 639 An act relating to motor vehicle insurance for volunteer drivers

Volunteer drivers for organizations such as Meals on Wheels or the Red Cross provide an increasingly needed service for Vermonters. The Commerce and Economic Development Committee learned that sometimes it is hard for organizations that use volunteer drivers to get insurance for their drivers. This bill proposes to prohibit insurers from refusing to provide motor vehicle insurance based solely on an applicant’s status as a volunteer driver. They can take into account the driver’s safety record. 

H. 680 An act relating to termination of occupancy of farm employee housing

This bill helps all parties with the many housing issues that can arise when farm employees leave employment on the farm. The purpose of this act is “to provide a clear and consistent framework for the rights and responsibilities of farmers and their employees where housing is provided, including due process protections for the farm employee.”

We also passed three resolutions this week

J.R.H. 42 Joint resolution in support of Congress’s adoption of the Main Street Fairness Act;

This resolution calls on Congress to pass legislation that would help states with their financial situation by providing uniform and fair ways to collect sales tax on out of state purchases. 

J.R.H. 43 Joint resolution urging Congress to amend the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976;

This resolution calls for Congress to update the list of toxic substances that require regulation for consumer protection and human health.

J.R.H. 45 Joint resolution urging Google Incorporated to give all due consideration to Vermont applicants for selection to participate in the Google Fiber for Communities project

The Commerce and Economic Development Committee offered this resolution to support state wide and individual communities in their efforts to be selected for Google’s fiber project that would bring ultra high speed communications to selected communities across the country. The date for applications is March 26 and many communities in Southern Vermont including Pownal have written letters of support for an application for this region.  The chances of selection are considered a long shot but worth the effort.

H. 775 An act relating to technical changes to the records management authority of the Vermont state archives and records administration

Last year the House passed similar language. The Senate added an amendment that would have provided an exemption for anonymous donors to higher education institutions. Ultimately the bill died in the Senate because of that amendment. Because the underlying bill is non-controversial and needed, the House passed the original bill again and sent it to the Senate.

S. 288 An act relating to the Vermont recovery and reinvestment act of 2010

I introduced the Commerce and Economic Development Committee’s report to the House on the bill. Here’s some of my introduction. 

“Overall the spending in the bill:

·  makes significant investments in our workforce through the Vermont Training Program, which helps workers and helps our businesses sustain themselves, position themselves for recovery and take advantage of new entrepreneurial opportunities

·  helps businesses grow through better access to capital through VEDA interest rate buy down, through an investment in the Seed Capital Fund and in proven micro-lending strategies

·  tackles the problem of bringing broadband to the last mile, one of our most challenging problems

·  helps 4 season tourism and marketing in promoting the Vermont Brand

·  supports Agriculture by helping farmers through the Ag Credit Corporation and makes investments in diversified agriculture initiatives

·  finally the bill helps our friends and neighbors who were severely impacted by the sudden closing of the Champlain Bridge.

S.288 distributes the remaining 8.66M dollars of the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund the state received from ARRA last year and adds a number of economic development policy recommendations that came to our Committee from Bills introduced by House members, in the Senate bill and from the administration.

For example, we extend our digital corporations law to not-for-profits. We strengthen the International Trade Commission by giving it a meaningful role in the executive branch’s implementation of International Trade Agreements. We improve access to capital for businesses at VEDA and the Vermont Public Power Supply Authority.

In making our decisions we were guided by the four goals for economic development we established in statute last year and the two outcomes our committee proposed for Challenges for Change, --better jobs and broadband.

We also looked at spending impact using evidence we had at hand for the likelihood of high medium or low job creation.

The bill passed with strong support, Yeas, 138. Nays, 0.

H. 776 An act relating to rental housing

The bill’s  pupose is to protect the health, safety, and well-being of the occupants of rental housing by establishing minimum habitability standards for all residential rental housing in Vermont. The standards in the bill closely follow the codes already in place such as sanitation, a place to cook and being weather proof. The bill stalled because of a provision asking listers to check off on their documents where there are rental units—basically consistent with their work to list at “highest and best use”. Though the bill’s habitability provisions passed 110 to 28, and the recording of rental units section 77 to 59, and the entire bill to third reading 88 to 51, the next day after more representatives had heard from listers the bill went to the Ways and Means Committee for further consideration. I supported the bill in the second reading debate but think it wise that it is delayed for further consideration.

H. 779 An act relating to potable water supply and wastewater system permits

This bill proposes ways to deal with problems on permitting when the isolation distance for a well or wastewater system extends onto another person’s property. It calls for notification to the neighbor, gives municipalities the ability to consider isolation distances in permitting and calls for an advisory council to establish standards for isolation distances when they extend onto neighboring property. 

H. 709 An act relating to creating a prekindergarten–16 council

This bill proposes to create a new council to integrate the educational programs and policies of Vermont’s public schools and postsecondary institutions. The bill states “It is the policy of the state of Vermont to encourage and enable all Vermonters to acquire postsecondary education and training in order for the state to develop and maintain a highly educated, competitive, and engaged citizenry.” The bill passed second reading 105 to 36 and I voted yes.  I expect there will be more discussion of the bill Tuesday at third reading.

Last week I was happy to see Pownal’s McKenzie Saunders in Montpelier. She was visiting for the day with the TRIO program at Vermont Technical College. We enjoyed having lunch together in the State House cafeteria. 

 I hope the first full week of spring is good to you. 

Stay in touch, 

Bill 

Rep. Bill Botzow 
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Bennington, VT 05201 
802 447-7717 
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Tel: 1-800-322-5616 (VT only) 
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