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  2012 Legislative Wrap-up
 

Over the past four months, the Vermont Legislature took
solid steps to protect the stateÕs natural resources, invest
in the stateÕs downtowns and working lands, promote the
development of decentralized renewable energy, and 
boost the ability of citizens to participate in environmental
regulatory processes. In short, it was a pretty good year
under the Golden Dome. 

Below is a rundown on legislation that VNRC supported
and helped get passed this year. As always, please be in
touch with any questions or comments at
jbrown@vnrc.org . Thanks for all you do!

(Legislative Council is currently updating the legislative
website post-session. Therefore, finding the final wording
of the bills mentioned below may take some digging for
several more days. To find  information about any of the
bills, click here  and type in the bill number, i.e. S.214 .
That takes you to the bill's main page. If there is not an
"As Enacted" link on that page, there should be soon.)

 
Citizen Access Strengthened on Various Fronts
 
Preserving and improving citizen access to environmental
decision-making was a bright spot this year.

Early in the year, the legislature gave final approval, and Gov.
Shumlin signed, a bill giving citizens more of a say in how the
state enforces its environmental laws. 

The law, Act 73 , gives citizens a chance to weigh in when the
state proposes fines for violators of the stateÕs environmental
laws. The Conservation Law Foundation pushed hard for this
measure, and VNRC strongly and actively supported that effort.
We consider the bill a very important legislative gain for citizens
this year. Read more here . 

 
 
Working Lands Bill Passes
 
The legislature passed a bill that will support the businesses that
rely on Ð and in the process, help conserve Ð VermontÕs rural,
working landscape. 

VNRC was one of six organizations that comprised the Working
Lands Coalition, the  core group pushing for the bill. VNRC staff
testified several times in support of the legislation,  H.496 , as it
made its way through the House and Senate.

The bill enjoyed bipartisan support in both chambers of the
Legislature. Senate President Pro Tem and bill co-sponsor John
Campbell called the measure one of the most important economic
development bills of this session. Read more here . 

 
 
Lawmakers Prohibit "Fracking"
 
In an important, fist-in-the-nation move, Vermont lawmakers enacted a
prohibition on hydraulic fracturing, or ÒfrackingÓ in the state of Vermont. VNRC
testified in favor of the legislation and advocated strongly for its passage.

Lawmakers had considered a three-year moratorium on the practice, but
ultimately opted for a prohibition. The bill, H.464 , also bans the storage,
collection or treatment of fracking waste in Vermont.

Vermont is the first state in the nation to approve an outright ban on fracking.

Fracking involves forcing a mixture of chemicals, significant amounts of water
and sand into bedrock to create fissures and release natural gas. The practice
has been blamed for contaminated groundwater in other states. Two-thirds of
Vermonters get their drinking water from groundwater sources.

 
 
Modest Renewable Energy Bill Gets the Nod
 
A measure to promote renewable energy in Vermont passed late in
the session, but not before being stripped of one of its primary
provisions.

The remaining legislation, S.214 , expands the standard offer
program to promote small-scale renewable energy projects in
Vermont. However, for a variety of reasons, including opposition
from some industry groups and legislative time constraints,
lawmakers in the last days of the session ended up stripping from
the bill a Òrenewable portfolio standardÓ or RPS. That standard
would have set a goal of Vermont getting 75 percent of its electricity
from renewable sources by 2032 and require that utilities fill 35
percent of their portfolios with Ònew renewable energyÓ (developed
since 2005) by 2032. Read more here . 

 
 
Waterways Legislation Advances
 
Legislation to reduce the risk of flood damage and spur the cleanup of lakes
and ponds also passed this session.

Much of the bill comes as a response to the damage inflicted by tropical
storm Irene last year.

The legislation, S.202 , requires the Agency of Natural Resources to develop
rules to regulate buildings in flood zones Ð like state buildings, schools,
churches, and agricultural structures Ð that have until now been exempt from
local zoning oversight, and therefore exempt from the National Flood
Insurance Program. 

Read more here . 

 
 
ÒGenuine Progress Indicator Ó to be Developed 
 
Lawmakers approved a bill that will set in motion the development
of a ÒGenuine Progress Indicator.Ó

In short, a GPI is a measure of the net benefits of economic activity,
while traditional Gross Domestic Product, or GDP, measures total
economic activity. VNRC testified in favor of the legislation. 

The bill, S.237 , authorizes the Secretary of Administration to work
with the Gund Institute for Ecological Economics at UVM, who will
develop and test the GPI. The analysis will include such items as the
cost of underemployment, net capital investment, the cost of water
and air pollution, the value of housework, and the cost of crime.
Under the bill, the secretary of administration will report back to the
legislature every two years on the usefulness of the GPI. GPI will be
used as a complement to Ð but not as a replacement of Ð the Gross
State Product, and will help Vermont begin to evaluate the social,
economic, and  environmental impacts of its investment decisions.

 
 

Additional Legislative Items of Interest:
 
VNRC also tracked:

Solid funding for the Vermont Housing and Conservation

Board Ð $13.7 million in H.781 .

An increase, by $500,000, in the amount of annual tax

credits available to assist with the restoration and

redevelopment of historic properties in designated

downtowns and village centers, to a total of $2.2 million. 

The Preservation Trust of Vermont Ð one of VNRCÕs frequent

partners on downtown preservation and smart growth issues

Ð helped secure that increase to benefit flood recovery

efforts.

The Agency of Natural Resources fee bill, H.769 , increasing

fees for a wide variety of different types of environmental permits including air pollution permits, wastewater

permits, petroleum storage tanks, and thermal discharges, like the hot water Vermont Yankee discharges into the

Connecticut River. This will provide much needed support for an agency that has suffered disproportionately from

budget cuts in recent years.

A broad solid waste bill, H.485 , designed to update and improve waste diversion in Vermont by boosting

composting of organic material and instituting a mandatory recycling program for the state.  

On one of the few negative notes, a bill that would have improved the Current Use Program failed to pass. It would have
brought financial stability to the program by increasing the penalty for taking oneÕs land out of current use and
developing it. The bill, H.237 , which passed the House last year, got bogged down in last minute debate in the Senate
despite the fact a broad coalition of interest groups supported it. VNRC plans to continue working on strengthening the
current use program next year.  
 

 
Am I a VNRC member?  Good question. Receiving this email does not necessarily mean you are a supporting-member, but
now is a great time to become a member and join over 5,000 others dedicated to moving Vermont communities towards

a healthy environmental and economic future. Your donation  means a lot to us--and for Vermont!
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