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TOWN MEETING REPORT
Reps. Tom Stevens & Rebecca Ellis
WATERBURY, BOLTON, HUNTINGTON, BUEL’S GORE
Dear Friends and Neighbors,
Thank you for the opportunity to serve you in Vermont’s citizen legislature. It is a humbling
experience, and it is a privilege we take very seriously. As our state and nation continue to face
unprecedented economic cha"enges, the Legislature is determined to do what we can to help
Vermonters survive intact. This includes ensuring that we budget wisely; help business and
industries develop jobs that put people in dignified and we"-paying jobs; and continuing to build
our future energy and information in$astructure. We must also ensure that we protect the
programs that do the most good for the most vulnerable populations, and that we create a quality
health care exchange, so we may begin to make health insurance more aﬀordable to more people.
This report briefly summarizes the progress we are making in some of these areas. We welcome
your comments and su&estions.

Difficult Decisions, Glimmers of Hope
This year marked the seventh
year in a row we have started our
annual financial journey with a
large gap in our budget between
revenues and projected
expenditures. This continuous
diﬀerence is largely due to the
drop in revenues, and while
Vermont is much healthier than
most other states, we are still
waiting for elements of our
economy to recover after the
Great Recession. Some of it has,
and we were the only state in the
United States to see our wages
increase last year. Our
unemployment rate is lower
than most, and many of our
systems are recovering, albeit
slowly. Our recovery from
Tropical Storm Irene continues,
and we have noticed that some
of our colleagues, especially
those in communities not
directly aﬀected by the storm,
are “moving on,” sometimes
forgetting that we still have a
long way to go in our recovery.
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Still, we face the same challenge
we have faced over the past
several years -- how much more
can we cut from our services,
especially those that aﬀect our
most vulnerable neighbors,
without severely challenging our
social safety net. And if we need
to retain those services, where
will we find the revenue?
You will hear a lot this year
about increases in taxes. Most of
them are unavoidable.
Collectively, towns and villages
vote on their school budgets,
and the state is responsible for
finding the funds. This year’s
increase, once again, is related
more directly to fixed costs
rather than programming, and in
some cases programming or
administration is being trimmed.
Legislation passed over the last
two years has oﬀered temporary
reductions to local tax rates if
school districts if districts are
merged, but that has been an
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extraordinarily diﬃcult bridge
for our communities to cross.
The Legislature is also focused
on results-based accountability,
making sure that your public
dollars are well-spent and will go
as far as possible. At this point
in the session, it is too soon to
tell what the outcome of these
deliberations will be. We can tell
you that it has been diﬃcult to
balance the sacrifices we have to
make across the economic
spectrum, both in policy and
finances.
What we do not forget,
however, is the pride Vermonters
feel in their state, and in their
close connections to their
community, both local and
global. We have been faced with
many diﬃcult choices as we
work to craft a responsible and
balanced budget, and we will use
all the tools at our disposal to
reach a final resolution.
❖
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Local Agriculture
Led by schools such as BrewsterPierce, Smilie, Thatcher Brook,
Crossett Brook and Harwood, our
ongoing eﬀorts to promote Farm-toPlate, Farm-to-School and other
initiatives have been successful. And
Waterbury, with its recent growth in
restaurants serving quality, locally
produced food, is leading the way on
the streets. Simply put, more highquality Vermont food is being
produced and processed and more
folks are eating it, including kids at
school, state workers and private
sector employees. We continue to
hear testimony about the productive
and proactive investments the state
has made in endeavors such as the
Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund,
VHCB, UVM Extension, Farm-toPlate, and especially the recently
established Working Lands
Enterprise Board, which is budgeted
to receive $1.5 million in funding for
FY14. These eﬀorts are paying
dividends and proving integral to a
holistic approach to economic
development, land stewardship and
healthier communities.

Irene Recovery
On a local level, Waterbury
continues to model to the rest of the
state how to recover from a
catastrophe. On the state level, we
are still waiting for the many moving
parts to align so we can begin the
restoration of the Vermont State
Oﬃce Complex and the Vermont
State Hospital. FEMA continues to
be a roadblock in these
conversations, especially around the
State Oﬃce Complex in Waterbury.
The administration continues to
work with FEMA to finalize
negotiations; when an agreement is
finally reached, we expect work on
the State Complex buildings to start
within days. The Institutions
committees in the House and Senate
continue to support these projects,
as well as others in the state, and we
are all very anxious to see this work
begin in earnest. Statewide, there are
continuing negotiations with FEMA
with respect to culverts and other
public assistance. We will continue
to monitor the work of the
committees and the administration
and FEMA to make sure our
renaissance stays on track.

Budget Realities
For the seventh year in a row, budget
deliberations began with the need to
fill a hole - this year, a $67 million
dollar hole. The Governor presented

his budget in late January, and from
there our Appropriations committee
started to consider our annual
allocations with this hole in mind.
The job of the House
Appropriations Committee is to
evaluate every line item in that
budget proposal, working with the
other Committees of the House and
Administration Agencies, and to
present these recommendations to
the full House where they will be
debated and possibly modified
before it eventually passes on to the
Senate.
This budget proposal presents
dilemmas that we have not faced
before, even during the height of the
recession. To reduce spending in
some categories, the only options are
to curtail benefits to others, the loss
of which is likely to hurt our
investments in economic growth and
prosperity. And all the while we
must plan for the likely loss of
Federal funding in many, many
categories.
We will produce a balanced budget,
as we always do, even though
Vermont has no Constitutional
requirement to do so. And in that
budget we will do our best to keep
Vermont’s economic engine moving
forward, maintain our roads, our
parks, and our schools, our services
to oversee our health, our
environment, and our communities,
even as we continue our recovery
from Irene.

Conservation and Housing
While not a direct legislative issue,
the preservation of the Bolton
Nordic trails is closer to reality. A
portion of our real estate transfer tax
provides money for the Vermont
Housing and Conservation Board,
which has made a substantial grant
to the project. Once the purchase
closes, hundreds of acres of Nordic
skiing trails will be conserved for
public use. This is a huge bonus for
Bolton, as it creates an important
destination to the town.
VHCB also made a key investment
in the Maple Wind Farm’s expansion
to Richmond, where they also hope
to develop a chicken processing
business.
And VHCB’s contribution to the
aﬀordable housing project in
downtown Waterbury has attracted
other key funds, including disaster
relief development money. These
grants will help the Central Vermont
Community Land Trust build 27
units of perpetually aﬀordable
housing in Ladd Hall on Main Street.

Vermont Health Connect
In 2014, Vermont’s individuals, families
and small businesses will have access to
a new insurance marketplace in 2014
that will allow them to make apples-toapples comparisons of their health
coverage options. Vermont Health
Connect will serve as the place where
Vermonters can access tax credits to
help pay their health care premiums.
For a family of four making up to
$94,000, Vermont Health Connect
will oﬀer financial assistance paying for
health insurance that has never been
available before.
Many more Vermonters will receive
reliable, comprehensive coverage
through Vermont Health Connect in
2014. Currently, individuals in the
private insurance market have an
average deductible of $10,000 and the
average out-of-pocket cost to
Vermonters is $12,000 a year. Under
the Aﬀordable Care Act, Vermont
Health Connect will oﬀer insurance
plans where the out-of-pocket
maximum will be almost half that
amount.
Health insurance plans in Vermont
Health Connect will oﬀer real value to
Vermonters and will help them to stay
healthy. Plans will cover primary care
services without a deductible and,
keeping a focus on health, preventive
care will be covered without a
deductible or co-pay. Additionally,
Vermont is one of only two states
(along with Massachusetts) that is
considering a state supplement to
federal premium and cost sharing
assistance. Vermonters currently using
VHAP or Catamount, along with
40,000 Vermonters at similar income
levels will be oﬀered additional
assistance.
In 2017 the federal government will
allow states to apply for a waiver from
the Aﬀordable Care Act exchanges.
Vermont is on a path to apply for a
waiver in 2017 that would allow
Vermont to create a universal health
care system. Once this system is in
place, Vermont could save $500 million
compared to our current system. In
order to embark on a new health
system, Vermont needs to do more
work to be sure our health care is
aﬀordable, oﬀers high quality and
contains growth. If we don't change
health care so that it is keeping people
well, it won't matter how we pay for it,
we won't be able to aﬀord it. The
Green Mountain Care Board is
working on quality and cost
containment projects to make
Vermont's health care delivery system
the most eﬃcient and highest quality
in the nation.

