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Fund renewable, 
public power for 
Vermont

In reading the article about the 
nuclear-powered green fund (Ver-
mont Guardian, Feb. 9), it is ob-
vious that Vermont continues to 
dissemble on the straightforward 
issue of funding and developing 
renewable energy projects in the 
state.

Right now, there is danger that 
the Legislature will decide to ac-
quiesce to the renewables advo-
cates for a mandatory renewable 
portfolio standard (RPS) for Ver-
mont utilities. This is a complete 
exercise in painful futility for 
Vermont consumers.

Just ask Massachusetts. The 
penalty in the upcoming year 
for failing to meet that state’s re-
quired RPS mandate is more than 
five cents per kilowatt hour. In 
other words, mandates do little to 
get projects built. Utilities in gen-
eral really don’t care if their con-
sumers pay an extra five cents for 
power. This is not true for public 
power and cooperatives.

What works is a healthy combi-
nation of incentives coupled with 
both good policy and good inten-
tions. Since the ratepayers will 
be paying for either the penalty 
or the power, why not put a half-
cent surcharge on the bills of all 
Vermont consumers and use that 

money to build real projects. This 
could either be added to or sub-
stitute for a part of the efficiency 
charge all ratepayers are already 
paying. These funds would be 
used to bring equity investment 
to renewable energy projects, and 
provide savings in the lower cost 
capital that would be available 
from public financing.

All of the available funds ought 
to go toward a publicly-controlled 
pool to develop renewable energy 
in Vermont for Vermont ratepay-
ers. Yes, I am saying that today 
we need to take the long-term 
look at publicly-owned and pub-
licly-financed renewable energy 
development in Vermont. There’s 
nothing wrong with the profit mo-
tive on any of these projects. Of 
course, private companies would 
do the construction, and possibly 
contract for operation and main-
tenance of the plants. But the 
output from all Vermont projects 
would be available to Vermonters 
in the long term.

The Vermont Renewable Ener-
gy Authority. Let’s get on with it.

Joe Bongiovanni
Harborton, VA

Joe Bongiovanni is the former 
general manager of both Wash-
ington Electric Co-op and the 
Hardwick Electric Department.

Sorrell: Do some-
thing about 
Vermont Yankee

Recently I wrote a letter to 
Attorney General William Sor-
rell asking him why Vermont has 
not joined the attorney general 
of Massachusetts in requiring a 
study of the possibility of a spent 
fuel pool fire as part of the reli-
censing of Vermont Yankee. 

In 2005, the National Academy 
of Sciences (NAS) verified that a 
terrorist attack on a spent fuel pool 
was possible and that a fire result-
ing from such an attack would re-
lease large amounts of radioactiv-
ity. The NAS recommended that 
studies be done at each reactor to 
determine the vulnerabilities of 
each reactor and to evaluate what 
needed to be done to reduce the 
risk of such a fire.  We need such 
studies done at Vermont Yankee 
because it is particularly vulner-
able to such a fire since the spent 
fuel pool rests on a platform 70 
feet up in the air.

Moreover, this is the perfect 
time to act. This June, the Ninth 
Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals 
in California ruled that that the 
Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
(NRC) must consider acts of ter-
rorism in all licensing proceedings 
so there is now judicial precedent 
to act. One would think that the 
NRC, as the supposed advocate 
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Full-time focus

Last year, the Vermont Guardian argued in favor of a full-time 
mental health commissioner to help bring some stability 
and focus to the task of replacing the Vermont State Hospi-
tal (VSH) and better integrating mental health care into the 

overall health care system.
However, we’re no longer sure that putting a figurehead on top of 

a department is going to help bring to bear any greater understanding 
in the public, or better care in the system, or a deinstitutionalization of 
mental health care.

No commissioner could improve what is quickly becoming a bur-
geoning project in terms of scope and size beyond anything needed by 
such a small state to provide “treatment” for some those individuals 
labeled mentally ill. What started at $10-20 million is now grown to 
more than $100 million with little explanation.

At the same time, the census at VSH is more than at capacity, which 
means that the beds available at regional hospitals are either also full, 
or the hospitals are refusing to take people. 

Those high numbers are due, in part, to the state’s allowance of few-
er psychiatric bed slots at Springfield Hospital, and the loss of beds at 
Rutland Regional Medical Center due to staffing shortages.

The recent suicide of a patient on the watch of Fletcher Allen 
Health Care, and its subsequent investigation, raises serious ques-
tions about the care that is being delivered to Vermonters. Investiga-
tors found at Fletcher Allen some of the same problems they found at 
VSH after two people there committed suicide — improper oversight 
and falsifying records to cover up the fact that care has not been de-
livered properly.

It’s important to note that Fletcher Allen is the state’s solution to the 
mental health system crisis — and wants it to host a new multi-bed 
psychiatric facility. 

We are on the verge of a crisis in Vermont in terms of helping people 
who have been labeled mentally ill, and in many cases abandoned, or 
shunned, by society.

It’s time for less talk about titles, and glossy blueprints, and more 
about ways to provide the right care at the right time, and put the pa-
tient, not policy, first.

Make it sexy, Speaker

House Speaker Gaye Symington told the Guardian recently 
that despite the claims of some Republicans, and a general 
sense among Vermonters, the Democratic-led Legislature 
is working on ways to tackle the rising cost of education, 

and its impact on Vermonters’ wallets.
Though not grabbing headlines in the way that global warming, aid 

to farmers, or the withdrawal of troops from Iraq have, Symington 
said plenty of work is underway in the House Education and Ways 
and Means committees with an expectation that by Town Meeting 
Day an outline of how to move forward will be complete.

This template is part of the agreement between Symington, Sen. Pe-
ter Shumlin, the president pro tem of the senate, and Gov. Jim Douglas. 
The trio agreed to an outline of how education funding should be tack-
led this session and next.

“It isn’t as sexy or exciting, but the work is getting done,” said Sym-
ington.

While it’s true that tax policy, in general, isn’t “sexy,” there is a need 
to get at the root cause of why education funding is rising, and why 
some in Vermont — despite property taxes being a lower share of their 
income than before Act 60 — are feeling a financial pinch.

Perhaps the statewide property tax is a bogus bogeyman, and it’s a 
slide in personal income, or higher energy costs, or health care costs. 
Or, too many loopholes, as the Guardian reported last week, that allow 
companies with more than $1 billion in taxable income in Vermont to 
walk away with only paying $250, or some Vermonters to pocket an 
Act 60 rebate of $25,000.

Working Vermonters are looking for leadership on an issue that is 
confronting many families in this state — the ability to get by and 
house and feed their families.

To them, while their hearts and minds may understand the impact of 
global warming on their future livelihoods, there are pressing concerns 
to them right now that can, and should, be dealt with.

Speaker Symington, Sen. Shumlin, and Gov. Douglas have the re-
sponsibility to make this issue not only “sexy,” but downright lustful.
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for the public’s health and safety, 
would have immediately obeyed 
this ruling.  Instead, the NRC is 
trying to find a legal way to avoid 
complying.

Gov. Jim Douglas’ administra-
tion, by its actions, has made it 
clear that it is in favor of relicens-
ing this reactor but a spent fuel 
pool fire would have catastrophic 
economic and health effects on 
our state. Prudence and com-
mon sense demand that Vermont 
should do all it can to ensure safe-
ty at this reactor. 

If you agree with my concerns, 
please contact Attorney General 
Sorrell at 109 State St., Montpe-
lier, VT 05601, or call him at 828-
3171, or contact Gov. Douglas 
at 109 State St., Montpelier, VT 
05601, or call his office at (800) 
649-6825. 

Time is of the essence — Ver-
mont needs to act by March 19.

Judy Davidson
East Dummerston

Stop the assault on 
our wallets

Town meeting will come 
around in a few weeks, and I hope 
to remind the readers of some 
history. Every year, the property 
taxpayers are barraged with “spe-
cial requests” for tax reductions 
or outright grants from the town 
treasury.  Every one of these is 

described as especially deserv-
ing and of such wide support that 
we should be ashamed to deny 
them.  I want to relate part of a 
story from Col. David Crockett, 
from when he served in the U.S. 
House of Representatives.

One day in the House of Rep-
resentatives, a bill was taken up 
appropriating money for the ben-
efit of a widow of a distinguished 
naval officer. Several beautiful 
speeches had been made in its 
support. The question was about 
to be put to a vote when Crockett 
arose and spoke:

“Mr. Speaker: I have as much 
respect for the memory of the 
deceased, and as much sympa-
thy for the sufferings of living, if 
suffering there be, as any man in 
this House, but we must not per-
mit our respect for the dead or our 
sympathy for a part of the living 
to lead us into an act of injustice 
to the balance of the living. (…) 
We have the right, as individuals, 
to give away as much of our own 
money as we please in charity; 
but as members of Congress we 
have no right so to appropriate a 
dollar of the public money.

“Every man in this House 
knows it is not a debt [to the de-
ceased]. We cannot, without the 
grossest corruption, appropriate 
this money as the payment of a 
debt. We have not the semblance 
of authority to appropriate it as a 

charity. Mr. Speaker, I have said 
we have the right to give as much 
money of our own as we please. I 
am the poorest man on this floor. I 
cannot vote for this bill, but I will 
give one week’s pay to the object, 
and if every member of Congress 
will do the same, it will amount to 
more that the bill asks.”

He took his seat. Nobody re-
plied. The bill was put upon its 
passage, and, instead of pass-
ing unanimously, as was gener-
ally supposed, and as, no doubt, 
it would have, but for that speech, 
it received but few votes, and, of 
course, was lost. 

Rising property taxes affect 
us all in ways that are seldom 
measured.  School expenses are 
out of control, and Act 68 has obvi-
ously not fixed the problem.  Ver-
mont schools are some of the most 
expensive in the country.  I am 
sure that each district has some 
excellent teachers, but I cannot 
say we are getting our money’s 
worth from the system. The only 
ones who do not complain about 
property taxes are renters.  Don’t 
they realize that a portion of the 
rent goes for the taxes?  Rents are 
high because of taxes and a short-
age of housing.  That would be 
another subject.

I hope you will stand with 
me against this assault on our 
wallets.  If we were not saddled 
with such a long list of taxes, it 

continued on next page
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would be much easier to give to 
the deserving charities. I will per-
sonally give generously to every 
charity whose proposal is defeat-
ed in my town. Will you join me?

Robbo Holleran
Chester

Vermont is taxed 
out

In response to your cover story 
(Vermont Guardian, Feb. 16), 
my property taxes were less than 
$2,400 annually in 2003. Four 
years later, my bill is going to be 
more than $5,000. I live in a mod-
est little cottage on a quarter of an 
acre of land. All my taxes paid to 
Vermont is from income made in 
other states.

All other expenses such as 
heating oil and prescription drugs 
have gone through the roof. 
Meanwhile, typical middle-class 
incomes have stalled or even de-
clined. 

The middle class is being driv-
en out of Vermont due to lack of 
economic opportunity that has 
been spotlighted by Act 60/68.

Vermont has seen fit to take 
school matters out of the local 
town meeting — which is the 
bedrock of democracy — in fa-

vor of big government manage-
ment and the result is this mess 
that middle-class folks are being 
forced to deal with.

My home will be put up for 
sale in the next year as I can no 
longer afford the simple Vermont 
way of life.

David Macdonald
Grafton

Purge “Oilocracy” 
This letter is in response to Eric 

Wilkins-McKee’s commentary 
(Vermont Guardian, Feb. 2). 

Windmills can do a lot more 
than feed electricity to the grid. 
One of our main problems is 
compartmentalized thinking. 
Consider the five E’s: environ-
ment, energy, enemy, economy, 
and employment. Not only are the 
five E’s interrelated, but there is a 
single solution to address all five 
problems.

Last year during the campaign, 
I proposed an Environment and 
Energy Emergency Act [EN-
EMA] to replace oil with liquid 
hydrogen in an 18-month all-out 
crash program, supplemented by 
solar and hydroelectric power, 
to address environmental degra-
dation, global warming, the oil 
wars, overpriced oil and gasoline, 

peak oil, and the hatred fueling 
terrorism. 

ENEMA will create a wind 
turbine, water electrolysis, and 
hydrogen liquefaction (“hyliq”) 
industry for cars and home heat-
ing, and store hyliq for low wind 
periods.

Sailing ships would return and 
oil tankers would disappear. Ser-
vice stations would add hydrogen 
pumps, and the nation’s 100 mil-
lion car park be retrofitted for dual 
fuel. This would create economic 
prosperity as did World War II.

ENEMA would end most pol-
lution and global warming, oil 
wars, and terrorism. Oil prices 
would drop from $70 a barrel to 
$3 and production would stop. 
The $67 spread finances global 
terrorism now, I believe, so we 
are financing terrorism. Oil com-
pany shares would drop to penny 
stocks, and we could de-privatize 
for $1 per 100 shares. Raze the 
refineries and replace them with 
hyliq plants. 

By 2009, people will ask, why 
didn’t anybody think of ENEMA 
before, to purge the oilocracy 
sooner?

Peter D. Moss
Fairfax

FEBRUARY 22 
                   TO MARCH 4, 2007

PLAN YOUR WINTER TRIP IN MONTREAL!
THE FESTIVAL IS STARTING IN TWO WEEKS

SUN LIFE 
FINANCIAL
PERFORMING ARTS

OVER 30 CONCERTS
AND EVENTS,SUCH AS

FESTIVAL DINNERS • PRESTIGIOUS GUESTS • FESTIVAL’S FINEST TABLES
FESTIVAL LUNCH MENUS • THE FESTIVAL OF OUR CHEESES
ACTIVITIES AT JEAN-TALON MARKET

3 EXCLUSIVE CULINARY TOURS!
Flavourful  Montréal  Old Montréal  Progressive Dinner 

Cook with the chef INFO-HIGHLIGHTS:  514 288-9955 • 1  888 477-9955

Travel packages available montrealhighl ights.com/packages

AIR FRANCE
WINE AND DINE EXPERIENCE
PRESENTED BY
AMERICAN EXPRESS

INFORMATION AND TICKETS
514 288-9955 • 1 888 477-9955 • montrealhighlights.com

THE MONTREAL ALL-NIGHTER
From Saturday, March 3, to Sunday, March 4, 
come spend the night with us! 

Hydro-Québec presents

More than 80 cultural, sports, and interactive activities 
— most of them free — and all of them spectacular to 
watch and experience in a single night! 

The party will be going strong all 
night long in three districts of the  
city, with three different circuits  
through local streets! A free 
shuttle service will take you 
from site to site.  And when 
dawn raises  its head, the jovial 
night-owl  crowd will be able 
to meet up for  the famous the 
Convivial  Breakfast presented 
by Milk,  served free to some 
3,000 night-time adventurers!

THE HYDRO-QUÉBEC
CELEBRATION OF LIGHT 

[bjm_danse]
LES BALLETS JAZZ
DE MONTRÉAL
FEBRUARY 22-23-24 
Théâtre Maisonneuve, PdA

VINCENT MANTSOE
MEN-JARO
FEBRUARY 27-28
Théâtre Maisonneuve, PdA

JOHNNY CLEGG
FEBRUARY 23 
Métropolis

SOWETO
GOSPEL CHOIR
AFRICAN SPIRIT
MARCH 3
Salle Wilfrid-Pelletier, PdA

BARBARA
HENDRICKS
MARCH 4
Théâtre Maisonneuve, PdA

CIE FERIA MUSICA
LE VERTIGE DU
PAPILLON
FEBRUARY 20 TO MARCH 3
TOHU, la Cité des arts du cirque

4th EDITION

8th EDITION

38 Main Street
Middlebury, VT 05753

(802) 388-2061
Toll Free: (800) 287-2061

E-mail: orders@vermontbookshop.com

Books

CDs

DVDs

Cards

Audio Books

visit us online
www.vermontbookshop.com

Open Every Day
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Our natural balms and body butter heal & protect dry, 
cracked, weather-beaten, and sensitve skin

on hands, face, body, and feet. 
Great for the entire family and anyone you know who 
bandages their fi ngers and glues their cracks together!

Handmade in Craftsbury. 
Available throughout Vermont. 

For a store near you call: (802) 586-2482 
or go to www.vermontbeebalm.com

Never Stings!

For a store near you call: (802) 586-2482 

Don’t be afraid of  Old Man Winter!

Vermont Bee Balm By William J. Mathis

“With small flags waving and 
tinny blasts on tiny trumpets, we 
shall meet the enemy, and not 
only may he be ours, he may be 
us.” — Pogo

With tinny trumpet 
blasts emanating 
and echoing from 
Montpelier and 

Washington, our policymakers do 
not realize that they may be the 
bigger part of the problem. Ironi-
cally, they also have the keys to the 
solution. Yet, they continue to dem-
onstrate about what is convenient 
rather than what is necessary. 

Contrary to current political 
proposals, imperial decrees com-
manding school costs to stop ris-
ing have little effect upon these 
tides. We must look deeper.

Beginning with the federal gov-
ernment, the U.S. Department of 
Education’s own inspector general 
says there are at least 588 state and 
local compliance requirements in 
the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act. Unnoticed in Vermont’s cost 
debate is that federal education 
funds have been level or decreas-
ing for the past three years. Using 
national added cost factors, these 
mandates are estimated to cost 
Vermont schools $360 million in 
new, hidden, or displaced costs. 
To pay these costs, the feds give 
us $61 million. 

While the sensible decision 
would have been to turn down 
such a bad deal, our state policy-
makers accepted the law — and 
then complain about local schools’ 
bad spending habits.

Subtly, these factors ooze into 
school cost increases. For exam-
ple, the governor has said Vermont 
school staffing has increased 22 
percent. The state Department of 
Education official records report a 
more modest 1.8 percent increase 
between 2003 and 2006. Digging 
a little further, teacher and aide 
numbers have gone up less than 
one-half of one percent. However, 
data processing staff has increased 
126 percent, and business office 
clerks have shot up by 33 per-
cent. What do these new people 
do? They fill out state and federal 
forms, count beans, and comply 
with mandates.

In 2006, the Vermont De-
partment of Education sent 410 
memos, 166 “advisories” as to 
how programs should be run, and 
issued 92 separate requirements 
or orders compelling local review 
and action. Twenty-four more 
mandates spewed forth that re-

quired actions of some group.
Certainly, state mandates re-

garding bullying, hazing, harass-
ment, action plans, school quality 
surveys, air quality, emergency 
drills, testing, etc. have laudable 
purposes. While schools are 
stretched to meet these require-
ments, they are buried beneath an 
avalanche of paper — and at the 
same time our state policymakers 
say that local districts are spend-
ing too much money.

The governor, for example, 
calls for caps on school spending 
increases that would step down to 
3.5 percent per year. Some legis-
lators, apparently unaware of the 
natural variation in costs, have 
proposed that citizens in towns 
that spend 15 percent above the 
average should pay a tax penalty. 

Sadly, this kind of thinking 
punishes the victim. Neither the 
federal nor state government has 
distinguished itself on health care 
reform (although Vermont has 
taken some steps). 

During the last 10 years, health 

costs alone added an average of 
1.8 percent per year to school 
budgets. Likewise, federal and 
state special education mandates 
increased the budget an average 
of 1.2 points annually. New tech-
nology needs, mandates, and pa-
per pushing add another point. If 
we give teachers and staff a 3 per-
cent cost of living increase, that 
adds another 1.8 percent per year. 
That’s 5.8 percent per year.

The governor’s proposed cap 
of 3.5 percent is busted by outside 
budget pressures alone. 

Yet, the state could do some-
thing about the real problems. 
They could push aggressively for 
relief from pass-through federal 
mandates or for adequate federal 
funding. They could say “no” to 
programs that cost more than we 
get. They could remedy school 
and business health care costs. 
They could eliminate mandates 
in their own laws and regulations. 
They could relieve dubious pro-
cess and reporting requirements. 

Caught in the convenient, they 
don’t do the necessary. 

Certainly, school spending has 
increased faster than inflation. 
But only a part is within the con-
trol of local schools. Most nota-
bly, we hear about small class 
sizes. However, these are often 
requested by parents, and are 
shown to improve academic and 
social outcomes.

Fundamentally, school costs 
can only be addressed by resolv-
ing the real drivers of these costs. 
At the same time, policymakers 
must recognize that blaming the 
victim leaves only barren ground.

If we merely wave small flags 
and blow tinny trumpets while 
proclaiming solutions that don’t 
solve, we will have met the real 
problem — and it will not be the 
schools.

William J. Mathis is the superin-
tendent of the Rutland Northeast 
Supervisory Union.

School increases: The real culprits

In 2006, the Vermont Department of Edu-
cation sent 410 memos, 166 “advisories” 
as to how programs should be run, and 
issued 92 separate requirements or orders 
compelling local review and action. Twen-
ty-four more mandates spewed forth that 
required actions of some group.


