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	This week in Montpelier.... 
 
The House has introduced 791 bills, and the Senate 298.
The first progress report on the Challenges for Change plan was released to lawmakers, with surprising results.  The Challenges for Change plan is intended to make government and the services it provides more effective and streamlined.  It is also estimated to save the state approximately $38 million in the general fund and $11 million in property taxes for fiscal year 2011.  In fiscal year 2012, those savings are expected to increase to $72 million in the general fund, and $26 million in property taxes.
 
The restructuring of state services will cut across Agencies and Departments.  Challenges for Change addresses the creation of Charter Units designed to grant greater flexibility in contracting procedures, hiring of part-time and seasonal workers, marketing and material development, and where appropriate the ability to increase revenues.  Those areas identified as Charter Units include:

· Tax Department; 

· Department of Information and Innovation; 

· Fish and Wildlife Department; 

· Department of Liquor control; 

· Department of Labor; 

· Department of Forest, Parks and Recreation; and 

· Buildings and General Services.


Challenges for Change also impacts areas such as:  Regulatory, Economic Development, Agency of Human Services, Corrections and Education.

Challenges for Change - Regulatory Changes / ANR & Permitting
Many of the Regulatory Changes are in regards to the Agency of Natural Resources (ANR) and the permits it grants.  Some of the permitting changes that could have an impact on HBRA members include:

· Greater use of electronic filing of permits at ANR;
Placement of notices of rule making on the state website rather than newspapers; 

· Granting ANR authority to issue permits in various ways for categories of activities such as:  general permits, permits by rule, conditional exemptions; 

· Authorizing ANR to accept professional certifications that certify that permit applications are complete and accurate; 

· Increasing compliance and enforcement as ANR staff spend less time processing applications and more time ensuring applicants are following the conditions of their permit; 

· Requesting applicants to sign an affidavit of compliance, with failure to comply resulting in a monetary penalty; and 

· Allowing ANR to seek reimbursement of costs from the applicant in limited circumstances when review or oversight of a particular permit requires significant cost or requires expertise or resources that the agency does not have.

The House Fish, Wildlife and Wetlands committee took extensive testimony this week from ANR, the Natural Resources Board and the Public Service Board about this proposal.  While the Challenges for Change bill already passed, and the House of Representatives passed the budge last week with the $38 million in savings included, there are a number of provisions that require legislative approval before the progress report can go forward.
 
ANR testified that at this time it does not know which programs would be eligible for a permit by rule; however programs that are deemed to have a low environmental impact are the most likely candidates.  Once the programs have been identified, ANR will begin to categorize and write rules to govern the permits.  Citizens will have an opportunity to offer feedback on the rules during the public participation process, which must occur before the rules go into affect.  

 

Additionally, ANR will have to provide status reports on a regular basis to the various legislative committees of jurisdiction (House Fish, Wildlife and Wetlands, House & Senate Natural Resources and Energy). 

Challenges for Change - Economic Development
Another highly controversial proposal that came out of the Challenges for Change report was the consolidation of a number of regional economic development entities including the 12 Regional Development Corporations and the 11 Regional Planning Commissions.  The plan would be to reduce the number of regional offices and combine operations into no more than nine Regional Service Centers.  The House Commerce Committee took testimony from a number of Regional Development Corporations and Planners who strongly opposed such a consolidation.
Lake Champlain Clean-up (TMDL) H.509 
On Tuesday, Senate Natural Resources reviewed H.509, which proposes to implement the next six steps of the Lake Champlain Clean-Up Plan which ANR has developed.  Many of the steps outlined refer to Agricultural practices and Highway construction; however one of the provisions recommended by ANR has to do with the alteration or modification of a watercourse.  ANR recommended that the "drainage area greater than ten square miles at the location of the proposed change, alteration or modification" be removed, and the definition of a watercourse, to that of a perennial stream be added.  ANR would also create a non-reporting general permit for certain specific stream alteration activities.  
 

Senate Natural Resources is considering whether to combine this bill with H.763, which is the River Corridor Management Program.  This program also happens to be the seventh step in ANR's plan.  
For more information regarding the HBRA's policy positions or any of the bills mentioned above, please contact Amanda Ibey at aibey@vtbuilders.com or at (802) 876-6200 ext. 12.
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