Town Meeting Report

Office Hours
Rep. Cynthia Browning and I are
holding alternating office hours
during the 2020 legislative session.
Together, we represent the twoseat Bennington-4 district.
Office hours are held the first and
second Saturday of each month
from 8 to 9:30 a.m. at Chauncey’s
(Arlington) and Charlie’s
Coffeehouse (Manchester). We
switch locations each Saturday.
Here’s where to find me:
March 7: Charlie’s
March 14: Chauncey’s
April 4: Charlie’s
April 11: Chauncey’s
May 2: Charlie’s
May 9: Chauncey’s
June 6: Charlie’s
June 13: Chauncey’s

Join my mailing list!
Sign up at my Website to
receive my e-newsletter:
kathjamesforstaterep.com
Follow me on Facebook:
Kathleen James VT State
Representative

E-mail: kjames@leg.state.vt.us

March 2020

"Teamwork is the ability to work together toward a
common vision. It is the fuel that allows common people to
attain uncommon results." – Andrew Carnegie
It’s an honor to serve as your State Representative. As a first-term
legislator, I’m working hard to build positive, collaborative relationships
in the statehouse — working within my party and across the aisle to be
an eﬀective and respected voice for Bennington-4. My priority is
advancing policies that will help our families and communities to thrive.
I serve on the House Education Committee, and last spring was
appointed by Speaker Mitzi Johnson to the board of delegates and
legislative advisory council of the New England Board of Higher
Education. Through NEBHE meetings and resources, I can learn about
shared challenges and innovative solutions from postsecondary
institutions across the region.
I’ve also been elected to the leadership team of the Climate Solutions
Caucus, a broad coalition of 80-plus legislators dedicated to advancing
cost-eﬀective and equitable energy policies to transition Vermont to a
sustainable future. I’m a founding member of the new Tourism Caucus,
an active member of the Rural Economic Development Working Group,
and a member of the new Social Equity Caucus.
Politics is mostly about policy. But it’s also about people. Through my
committee and caucus work, my strategy is to identify and join teams of
legislators — all of whom have diﬀerent ideas and perspectives — to
make progress together on tough issues that matter to Vermonters.
In this report, you’ll find updates on bills that the Vermont
General Assembly is working on this year. Feel free to contact
me with ideas, concerns or questions.
Facebook: kathjamesVTstaterep
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Update from the House Education Committee

FY2021 Budget
As we enter March, the House
Appropriations Committee is
working on the FY2021 budget,
which will cover the work and
programs of state government
from July 1, 2020 to June 30,
2021. The committee is on target
to present its proposed budget
in March. As always, the budget
will be balanced.
To develop the budget, the
Appropriations Committee takes
testimony from all entities within
the three branches of state
government. They look at new
and old initiatives in terms of
results-based accountability.
Spending without a clear funding
source past FY2021 is scrutinized.
They question all proposed
reductions, increases, position
changes, perceived program
delivery hurdles, and use of “onetime” money. They also stay in
touch with policy committees to
request input on programs within
their jurisdiction.
Advocacy groups are invited to
offer testimony. Likewise, through
nine regional hearings, the
committee hears from the public.
Written testimony is welcome.
At legislature.vermont.gov you can
look up any legislator to see what
bills we’ve sponsored and how
we’ve voted. You can also track
legislation and read testimony.
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I serve on the House Education Committee, and that’s where I spend
much of my time in Montpelier. Over the past several years, the state
has enacted a series of landmark education laws, including Act 77 of 2013
(Flexible Pathways), Act 166 of 2014 (Universal Pre-K), Act 46 of 2015
(school governance) and Act 173 of 2018 (transforming the way we
deliver special education services to students who struggle). Mindful of
“initiative fatigue” in the field, this year we’re focusing on bills that will
stabilize existing programs, rather than new ideas. As of mid-March,
we’ve made progress on legislation that would:
• Streamline Universal Pre-K administration, making things easier
for both public and private providers
• Boost literacy instruction through a regional grant program
• Study the need for school construction and renovation
Later this session, we’ll be talking about Governor Scott’s proposal to
create a universal afterschool network, and a recent study that
recommends changes to the way Vermont “weights” the cost of
educating students (how we account for the higher cost of educating
low-income, rural and secondary students, for example).

FY2021 Education Fund Outlook
On February 28, the General Assembly received an Education Fund
outlook from the Joint Fiscal Oﬃce. Education property tax rates on
homesteads will be based on a yield of $10,833 and the statewide
equalized pupil count is 87,303. Current projections indicate a $17.7
million surplus that may be available to reduce FY21 tax rates. The
preliminary homestead property tax rates for the communities I
represent are: Arlington ($1.5227), Manchester ($1.5540), Sandgate
($1.4801), Sunderland ($1.1695). These rates do not include the excess
spending penalty (FY21 spending threshold: $18,756). For more, go to
https://ljfo.vermont.gov/ and search for “FY21 property tax.”

Advance Vermont! Education & Training After High School
In its memo to the Appropriations Committee regarding the FY21
budget, the Education Committee recommended $250,000 in funding
for Advance Vermont. I’m a big supporter of this statewide partnership,
which is working toward an important goal: By 2025, 70 percent of
working-age Vermonters will have a postsecondary “credential of value,”
which includes not only two- and four-year degrees but also non-degree
credentials (registered apprenticeships, certificates, licenses). Learn
more at https://advancevermont.org/.
Facebook: kathjamesVTstaterep
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Climate Action & the Economy
Throughout the summer and fall, the 80-plus members of the Climate
Solutions Caucus worked hard to develop a platform of “banner bills” to
achieve meaningful climate action this session.

Broadband:
Power to the People!
Last year, I voted for Act 79, an
important bill that provides rural
Vermont towns with financing tools
and resources to develop
innovative broadband solutions. In
November, I organized a public
forum on Act 79, working with Reps.
Laura Sibilia and Robin ChesnutTangerman to connect local
residents with experts from the
Department of Public Service and
ValleyNet, a nonprofit that’s brought
high-speed fiber-optic to towns in
Vermont and New Hampshire.
The result of that forum was a task
force, chaired by Tim Scoggins of
Shaftsbury. The task force is
working to form the new Southern
Vermont Communications Union
District, while also applying for a
grant that would fund a feasibility
study and business plan. The goal:
Contracting with an Internet Service
Provider to build out fiber-optic
cable to under-served areas in the
SoVT CUD, providing world-class
internet speeds across the region.
At town meeting, you'll have a
chance to decide whether your
town will join the SoVT CUD. I urge
you to vote “yes.” Approximately 74
percent of our state is currently
reached by broadband. This
initiative is about that missing 26
percent — the "last mile" roads and
regions. At a time when our state is
working hard to retain and attract
residents, it's critical that everyone
can get connected.
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In Vermont, carbon emissions have risen despite our goals, with total
emission rates 13 percent higher today than in 1990. And climate change
is not a distant threat. It is already impacting us—and our economy—
through severe storms and flooding, shifting weather patterns that
disrupt industries like skiing, tourism and maple sugaring, and publichealth threats like tick-borne illnesses.
As a caucus member, I see tremendous, tangible opportunity in the shift
to a low-carbon economy — the fast-approaching economy of the
future. And I support policies that will reduce carbon emissions while
creating jobs, developing our workforce, attracting and retaining
residents, and helping Vermont’s transition to a cleaner, more costeﬀective and sustainable way of life.
Our cornerstone bill, the Global Warming Solutions Act (H.688),
recently passed the House on a strong vote of 105-37. The GWSA turns
Vermont’s carbon-emission reduction goals into requirements. And most
importantly, it creates a new Climate Council —working across state
agencies, with representation from rural communities, small businesses,
municipal governments, environmental advocates and more — to write a
strategic plan to achieve those targets.
The bill requires solutions that reduce energy burdens for rural and lowincome Vermonters, build community resilience, and promote the use of
natural and working lands to capture and store carbon. Through the
annual budget process, the legislature has the final say on any proposed
spending, taxes or fees. In this eﬀort, Vermont will join Maine,
Connecticut, Massachusetts and New York — neighboring states that
have enacted similar legislation.
As I said in my floor speech, “The GWSA is about responsible
governance. In the face of a rising and urgent challenge, it’s time for
Vermont to plan the work … and work the plan.”
To learn more about the Vermont Legislative Climate Solutions Caucus
and join our mailing list, go to: https://vtclimatecaucus.org/.
In February, I was honored to win the 2020 Environmental
Rising Star Award from Vermont Conservation Voters, along
with colleagues Rep. Mari Cordes and Sen. Andrew Perchlik.
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<<< More News from Montpelier >>>
A number of high-profile bills reached the House floor just before the annual Town Meeting break. Here’s a rundown of how I voted
and why. For real-time updates from the statehouse, please “like” and follow my Facebook page: Kathleen James VT State
Representative. Folks who aren’t on Facebook can see these posts on the “News” tab of my website: kathjamesforstaterep.com.
Minimum Wage (S.23)
I voted "yes" to override Governor Scott's veto of S.23. With the vote tally 100-49, the bill will become law and the minimum wage
will rise to $12.55 over two years. Minimum wage has been a tough vote for me as I strive to balance the needs of working
Vermonters with the financial capacity of the small business owners that are vital to our economy. From talking to local business
owners, I believe this is a modest increase that our employers can absorb. (In fact, the January 2020 fiscal note on this bill indicated
that only 280 jobs would be lost statewide as a result of this wage hike.) Meanwhile, it’s a step forward for Vermont’s lowest-wage
workers who struggle to make ends meet. 40 percent of these folks are the head of their household and the majority are women. A
pay raise gives them more spending power and financial stability — which in the end, helps us all.
Paid Family Leave (H.107)
I also voted “yes” to override Governor Scott's veto of H.107, the paid family and medical insurance plan. The veto override attempt
failed by one vote, 99-51. I believe H.107 would have helped Vermonters — who would no longer have to choose between family and
paycheck when welcoming a new child or caring for a sick relative — and also would have helped businesses, by giving employers a
cost-effective way to offer this benefit. H.107 would have been funded by a mandatory 0.2 percent payroll tax paid by employees. For
a full-time worker at minimum wage, the contribution would have been $45 per year. For a full-time worker at the Vermont median
household income of $57,000, it would have cost about $115 per year. It's important to note that businesses were not required to
pay this cost, though they could have opted to cover it for employees as a recruiting/retention tool. One possible path lies in the
voluntary paid family leave plan that Gov. Scott has negotiated with Vermont state employees, with an option for other Vermonters to
buy in. I remain committed to bringing paid family leave to Vermont one way or another. We talk a lot about policies that will stabilize
our workforce, support low- and moderate-income Vermonters, and attract and retain young families. This is one piece of that puzzle.
Cannabis Tax-and-Regulate (S.54)
On February 26 the House approved S.54, a bill to create a taxed and regulated cannabis market, by a 90-54 margin. I voted “yes.”
Since 2018, it has been legal to possess or grow small amounts of marijuana in Vermont. But it’s still illegal to sell it, which condones
and encourages the black market. To my mind, this is the worst possible position to be in. While the tax revenues will be useful — a
good portion of them are dedicated to substance abuse prevention and afterschool programming — I have supported this bill mostly
for the "regulate" side. If the bill becomes law, we will curtail Vermont's black market and take a big step forward for public health
and safety among Vermont's many cannabis users. S.54 requires testing and labeling, with strict provisions around advertising,
licensing, transparency of business ownership, and highway safety. Towns may host a retail business only by an “opt-in” by local
voters. It’s now heading to a House-Senate conference committee to iron out differences in the two versions.
Act 250 Update (H.926)
On February 28, the House passed H.926 by a fairly close 88-52 vote. It will now head over to the Senate. I voted “yes” on this bill
because, following many revisions and amendments, it still represents a carefully negotiated compromise between the Scott
administration and leading environmental organizations. It strikes a balance by encouraging development in our historic, compact
downtowns, neighborhoods and village centers while protecting our intact forests, wildlife habitats, river corridors, and working
lands. In its work, I hope the Senate will also focus on the vital issue of how Act 250 is governed and permits are issued.
AND FINALLY: Please reach out to learn about other key issues that the legislature is tackling, including workforce
development, affordable housing for low- and moderate-income Vermonters, affordable healthcare, combating substance use
disorder, investing in Vermont’s tourism industry, and more. I will provide an update or connect you with the right person.
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