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Restored and refreshed by our Town Meeting break, Vermont’s Legislators returned to the Statehouse last week.  Facing us is the ‘cross over’ deadline at end of March.  So, we are working hard to complete the bills which the House has identified as its priorities.  These bills have to be voted out of our House Committees – then off the Floor of the House, and to the Senate for consideration, if they are to be enacted into law this year.   

At our Town Meetings I spoke about the daunting reality of the financial challenges Vermont faces in creating its FY 2016 budget.  We have a significant budget gap of $112 million.  In January, five days after the Legislature received the Governor’s budget which addressed a $94 million budget gap, an additional revenue downgrade of $18 m was announced.  So, we are now grappling with a $112 m gap between our revenues and our expenditures – making a tough budget year, a lot tougher.  Our expenditures are rising at 5% and our revenues at 3%.  We refer to this gap as the alligator mouth – and, it is unsustainable.  

Just before Town Meeting a number of proposed cuts were presented by the House Appropriations Committee.  Many of you have been in touch about services, programs and State investments which are being considered for serious cuts.  I’ve heard from you about everything from funding for children and families, the Courts, the Windsor Prison, the Community High School of Vermont, state parks, state fairs, Vermont Life, education, state employees and Efficiency Vermont.  Thank you for your advocacy and support of these worthy enterprises.  I will pass on your concerns to the House Appropriations Committee.

The real challenge is that this is our seventh year having to make hard choices.  The recession is supposed to be over.  These challenges are especially frustrating as we watch the national economy recover.  Our post-recession revenues have not rebounded as quickly as our economist’s predictions.  Our growth in spending outpaces our revenues.  While GDP has grown, Vermont wages have not and that has weighed down our state revenues.   

Vermont is not alone.  Many other states (CT, MA,NJ, IL, KS, AK & WI) are dealing with declining revenues and difficult financial challenges.  Discretionary spending is being cut at the federal level and this impacts our state budget. 

 Ironically, the success of the Affordable Care Act means that more Vermonters are getting health care coverage through Medicaid which has put an additional $15 million pressure on the budget.  And, financing the recovery from Tropical Storm Irene used up many of our reserves.     

Vermont’s budget is where we fund the policies which illustrate our priorities and improve outcomes for Vermonters.  Of Vermont’s total budget of $7.2 billion (made up of federal, state, transportation and special fund money) the General Fund, which the Legislature budgets, is $1.4 billion and is allocated in the following fashion:  27.2% goes to public education, 23% to Medicaid, community based & in patient mental health, addiction treatment, developmental disabilities, services and long-term care, 9.6% to Corrections, 8.8% to Protections, 8.6% to programs for Children and Families, 5.9% to higher education, 5.2% to general government, 4.6% to debt service and 7.1% to all other General Fund Appropriations.

Vermonters are resilient and we take responsibility for living within our means.  We will balance our budget.  By ‘cross over’ you will see how the House plans to balance FY16.  Then the Senate will review our work and make additional suggestions.  It will require creativity and the solution will involve a combination of additional cuts across state government, efficiencies, consolidation of programs, restructuring parts of state government and additional revenues - all of which will be on the table for careful review in balancing the this FY16 budget.  The proposed cuts have been publicized, public hearings were held across the state in February to give Vermonters the opportunity to express their thoughts and concerns on the state’s expenditure/revenue proposals, and constituents have been in touch.  This hard work will take us all Session – and it will be done transparently and thoughtfully.  
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
