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In the Legislature I serve on the House Ways and Means Committee.  Ways and Means oversees all the revenues of Vermont: taxes, fees, penalties and tax expenditures (tax credits and other taxes we choose not to collect).  Since the beginning of January, we have been taking testimony on the various revenue proposals brought to us by the Administration, reports commissioned by last year’s legislative action, and the education financing bill.  As ‘money’ bills start in the House and must be passed to the Senate for consideration by the end of March, our timeline is short for the thoughtful review required.    
The omnibus tax bill which most often embodies the Governor/Administration’s revenue proposals is the “Miscellaneous Tax Bill” (MTB).   This year, there are two major proposals in the FY17 MTB.  The first is the $17 million in new provider taxes on independent physicians and dentists, and the second is a change to Vermont’s Estate Tax.       
We currently levy provider taxes on hospitals (6%) and on nursing homes.  This new provider tax proposal is a 2.35% tax on net-patient-revenue for independent physician's and dentists.  It would raise $10,944,023 from physicians and $6,074,214 from dentists for a total of $17,018,237.  IF enacted, the money would go into the State's Health Care resources fund and would be used to get matching federal Medicaid funds.  This match would result in revenue of $36.9 M, $26.2 M of which would be used to fill the Medicaid gap, $8.4 M would be used to increase Medicaid reimbursement for physicians and $2.2 M would be used to increase Medicaid reimbursement for preventative dental care by 18%.  As many of you know, Medicaid reimbursements are very low for these providers.   Needless to say, we’ve heard from dentists and independent physicians from around the state, who overwhelmingly oppose this measure.      
The other proposal of note in the MTB is a change to Vermont’s Estate Tax.  The administration's proposal is essentially the same as a bill, S.55, passed by the Senate last year.  It redefines “Vermont gross estate” to include an exclusion amount that will increase every two years until the exclusion amount is equal to the federal unified credit, which is currently $5.45 M.  Only 19 states still have an estate tax of some form.  Less than 2% of Americans pay estate tax.  Currently, Vermont exempts the first $2.75 M of an estate and only about 100 people in Vermont pay it each year.  It is a volatile tax and as a result, hard to budget for in our revenue forecasts.  
Every year Ways and Means reviews about 1/3 of Vermont’s fees.  Fees are designed to pay for the cost of a service and are not meant to finance the general function of state government.  As governors don’t like to raise people’s taxes (neither do legislators) – they have become quite fond of fees.  This year’s Fee Bill is big, and includes $27,600,248 in proposed fee increases.   We are reviewing these requests from the following:  the Agency of Agriculture $1.6 M;  the Department of Public Safety  $2 M;  the Department of Financial Regulation is proposing a mutual fund registration fee with revenues of $13 M; VT Center for Crime Victims $84,000;  Department of Liquor Control $184,000;  the Department of Fish and Wildlife $41,000; and $9.3 M at the Department of Motor Vehicles. 
I appreciate hearing from you.  I can be reached by email:  aclarkson@leg.state.vt.us or by phone at the Statehouse (Tues-Fri) 828-2228 or at home (Sat-Mon) 457-4627.  To get more information on the Vermont Legislature, and the bills which have been proposed and passed, visit the new legislative website:  legislature.vermont.gov	

