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What companies 
really pay in taxes
By Shay Totten
Vermont Guardian

ST. JOHNSBURY — When 
a Northeast Kingdom manufac-
turer sought to grow its global 
business, Vermont was on its 
short list to house the $45 mil-
lion expansion and up to 45 
jobs.

In the end, Vermont was once 
again the bridesmaid and not 
the bride as EHV Weidmann, 
which has offices in Switzer-
land, chose that European coun-
try for the expansion. Vermont 
came in second, ahead of the 
Ukraine and China, according 
to company officials.

The company cited the higher 
taxes it would pay in Vermont 
as compared to what it would 
pay overseas as one major fac-
tor, according to a letter from 
one company official to Gov. 
Jim Douglas.

The story, first reported in The 
Caledonian-Record, quickly 
appeared as an Associated Press 
wire story in other Vermont pa-
pers under the headline, “High 
taxes deter plant expansion.”

Company officials reiterated 
that to the Vermont Guardian, 
however the Guardian has also 
learned that EHV Weidmann 
has been receiving preferential 
tax treatment at both the state 

continued on page 9

By Wallace Roberts
Special to the Vermont Guardian

Vermont’s political leaders continue to 
wring their hands over the state’s “af-
fordability problem,” framing the issue 
in such a way as to make it appear that 

the problem is unique to Vermont and that state 
government can fix it. 

With those assumptions, it’s no surprise then that 
the solutions being discussed call for tweaking mu-
nicipal zoning laws, Act 250 regulations, and fid-
dling with the tax formula for education funding, 
but those kinds of solutions do not address the most 
important cause of the problem, which is that our 
vanishing affordability is not the result of “market 
forces.” It is the inevitable outcome of national eco-
nomic, tax, and labor policies made over the last 
quarter century.

Inflation has certainly played a part. In 1974, af-
ter it was clear that the first oil shock would dra-
matically heighten inflation, you could buy four 

bags of groceries at the local supermarket for $40. 
According to the inflation calculator at the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, those same four bags of grocer-
ies bought 32 years ago for $40 would today cost 
$165, an increase of 400 percent. 

That increase would not be noticeable if a per-
son’s wages had increased the same amount, but of 
course, they have not for most people. According to 
a new report, New Data Show Incomer Concentra-
tion Jumped Again in 2005, published by the Cen-
ter on Budget and Policy Priorities, the annual av-
erage wage for 90 percent of U.S. workers in 2005 
has increased by only 15.2 percent, adjusted for 
inflation, since 1970, while the incomes of the top 
100 chief executive officers (CEOs) have increased 
2,193 percent. 

It’s not just the CEOs who are cleaning up. The 
economists who issued this report, Thomas Piketty 
and Emmanuel Saez, said the top 300,000 wage 
earners together earned almost as much money as 
the bottom 150 million.

Piketty and Saez sliced the pie in several dif-
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Judging the courts on 
domestic violence

By S.A. Troy

The criminal justice 
system has three pri-
mary responsibilities, 
according to Judge 

Amy Davenport, chief adminis-
trative judge for the state: Keep-
ing victims and communities 
safe, holding offenders account-
able, and providing opportunity 
for offender rehabilitation.

However, there is a general 
consensus among key members 
of Vermont’s criminal justice 
system, which includes law en-
forcement, prosecutors, judges, 
corrections officials, and vic-
tims’ advocates, that while there 
is critical role to be played by 
the criminal justice system, 
without the community-at-large 
reinforcing the idea that domes-
tic violence is not tolerated, they 

The Vermont

continued on page 10

affordability
myth

Editor’s note: Over the next several weeks, the Vermont Guardian 
will examine the complex nature of domestic abuse that often occurs 
in homes, but is hardly contained by their walls. This week, examine 
the criminal justice system. In the coming weeks we will look at 
how communities are responding to domestic violence; and what is 
being done in schools and youth programs.
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and local levels for close to a de-
cade. 

“I was on committee to evalu-
ate the sites, and as we evaluat-
ing those six sites we came down, 
operationally, in terms of ex-
pense. What we felt was a pretty 
good number in Vermont, but we 
still felt this number was actually 
quite high,” said John Goodrich, 
the company’s vice president and 
general manager.

While Vermont’s taxes and op-
erational costs were higher than 
the Ukraine, the state fared better 
in other areas, but “Vermont was 
a far cry from the best winner in 
that regard which was Switzer-
land.”

Goodrich notes that while 
Switzerland is a high-price coun-
try, their tax structure benefits 
companies.

“The state and federal taxes 
on profits are about 60 percent of 
what we pay here in Vermont,” 
Goodrich noted.

Those high taxes are despite 
being granted a number of lo-
cal and state tax breaks in recent 
years.

The company’s most recent 
local tax stabilization agreement 
had it paying less than fair market 
value on its properties through 
2005. It wasn’t until 2006 that it 
was paying on 100 percent of its 
assessed value. The only reason 
that town officials decided not 
to renew the agreement was be-
cause St. Johnsbury is undergo-
ing a reappraisal and it expects 
that values for its industrial prop-
erties to grow far less than that of 
residential properties.

Town Manager Mike Welch 
said the agreement was worth 
it to the town since EHV Weid-
mann is a good corporate citizen 
and employs many local people. 
The company has a workforce of 
about 242 full-time and 40 part-
employees.

“EHV is certainly a very im-
portant part of our local economy 
here and jobs and active member 
of our community,” said Welch. 
“Also, we have, in the past, ap-
proached them about property 
taxes when we’ve had to make 
major sewer and water improve-
ments and they are our highest 
water user.”

The town has also given up 
ownership to a road near the 
plant to help make it easier for 
the company to consider expand-
ing in Vermont.

“I think their problem is most-
ly to do with the state taxes, be-
cause we’ve really tried to work 
with them locally,” said Welch.

What do they pay?
In 2006, EHV Weidmann paid 

about $90,000 in property taxes 
to the state. Most of that probably 
stayed in St. Johnsbury, Welch 
notes, because the community is 
a so-called receiving town.

That same year, EHV Weid-
mann paid about $60,000 in local 
taxes to the town’s highway and 
general fund on its buildings and 
personal property.

In all, EHV Weidmann’s six 
properties in town are valued at 
slightly more than $5 million and 
its personal property valued at 
roughly $926,000.

The Guardian has also learned 
that EHV Weidmann had some 
of its tax credits recouped by the 
state after the company saw its 
employment levels drop below 
what it had when it had taken the 
tax credit through the Economic 
Advancement Tax Incentives 
(EATI) program.

Despite calling Vermont’s tax 
burden heavy, Goodrich would 
not divulge what Weidmann pays 
in taxes, or what annual sales are 
from the Vermont plant, saying 
he didn’t want that number made 
public.

A recent report by the Joint 
Fiscal Office found that of the 
23 out-of-state companies with 
Vermont taxable income of more 
than $1 billion, two paid only 
$250, which is the alternative 
minimum allowed by the state. 
In the $100 million to $1 billion 
taxable income group, 22 of the 
140 companies only paid $250, 
and 25 of the 111 companies with 
taxable income of $50 to $100 
million paid $250.

Meanwhile, Vermont compa-
nies of the same size pay based 
on their taxable income, and it’s 
not until you get into taxable in-
come below $10,000 that you see 
Vermont companies taking ad-
vantage of the alternative mini-
mum.

In fact, of the 860 companies 
with taxable income of $10,000 
to upwards of $50 million, only 
two filed for the alternative mini-
mum payment of $250. Both 
of those companies were in the 
$10,000-$25,000 income group.

Goodrich said if a company 
such as Weidmann has carry-for-
ward losses for a couple of years 
and pays little, if anything, in 
corporate taxes, it’s the long view 
they take when making decisions 
on where to invest resources.

“If we have a situation with 
some operating loss carry for-
ward, you might minimize your 
taxes for a year or two, but if 
you’re looking at making a major 

investment that is, in the case of 
our company, something that is 
going to last 20 to 30 years that is 
what you base your decision on,” 
said Goodrich. “And, Vermont’s 
marginal rate is among the high-
est in the nation.”

Goodrich said his business 
was also soured on its experi-
ence with the Vermont Economic 
Progress Council (VEPC) and the 
tax credits it earned, and then had 
taken away.

“We lost out on a tax credit 
because we had to have seven 
more people [on the payroll] than 
we did, but if you counted our 
temps we exceeded that,” said 
Goodrich.

EHV Weidmann was autho-
rized to earn $233,173 in Eco-
nomic Advancement Tax Incen-
tives (EATI) on Feb. 25, 1999. 
The earning period, based on the 
economic activity to occur, was 
Jan. 1, 1999, to Dec. 31, 2003. 
Those credits were applied to the 
company’s tax liabilities, said 
Fred Kenney, VEPC’s executive 
director, in an e-mail interview 
with the Guardian.

By law, a company can lose its 
EATI status if for 120 consecutive 
days its employment levels drop 
below 75 percent of the level it 
had at the time of its award. An 
EATI award can also be recap-
tured, or taken back, after it has 
been applied to a tax liability. 

In this case, EHV Weidmann 
asked for and received a deferral 
to get its employment levels back 
up during a 12-month period. At 
the end of that year, employee 
levels were still not back to their 
original levels, so the state moved 
forward with recapture. However, 
in 2005 the Legislature amended 
the recapture provision and Wei-
dmann appealed the VEPC deci-
sion directly to the tax commis-
sioner, who upheld the ruling.

“In this case, the employment 
level did not reach the statutory 
level by the end of the deferral 
period and VEPC could not rec-
ommend mitigation due to the 
cost-benefit results. Therefore, 
VEPC requested that the Tax De-
partment recapture the amount 
of earned and applied (utilized) 
credits in accordance with the 
formula in statute,” Kenney said.

Kenney would not say how 
much money was recaptured, 
though he did say the law de-
creases the amount of incentives 
that can be recaptured the longer 
lapse there is between the time 
tax credits are earned, and when 
recapture is triggered.

In a letter to Gov. Jim Douglas, 
which also served as Goodrich’s 
resignation as chairman of the 

governor’s Commission on the 
Future of Economic Develop-
ment, he wrote, “Our situation 
points out a couple of real issues 
Vermont faces in its economic 
development process.  There is 
a strong impression by many in-
vestment decision makers that 
Vermont is unfriendly to busi-
ness.  While there are numerous 
complaints about tax credits, 
what is in place to encourage and 
make Vermont a competitive of-
fering to industries such as ours?  

“It is fundamentally critical 
that Vermont re-orient to bring 
our state into a modicum of com-
petitiveness.  We have an on-go-
ing business here and I hope to 
remain, while continuing to offer 
good jobs to a worthy and high-
performing work force.  Good 
economic development means 
creating opportunity for all the 
work force training initiatives we 
have,” he continued.

In response, Douglas lay the 
blame for Vermont’s poor busi-
ness climate strictly at the feet 
of the Legislature, though ironi-
cally it is the EATI program be-
ing administered by the Douglas 
administration that is partly to 
blame for the company’s deci-
sion.

“Your letter hit home for me. I 
have worked hard since becom-
ing Governor to erase the percep-
tion that Vermont is unfriendly to 
business. It is an uphill battle: the 
political philosophy that has been 
in place in the General Assembly 
for many, many years results in 
well-intentioned but often heavy-
handed actions that have made it 
extremely challenging for busi-
ness owners, both large and small. 
I have tried to address many of 
those issues in an ongoing effort 
to make this state more attrac-
tive to investors and employers,” 
Douglas wrote.
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say it’s a war that can’t be won.

Yet the questions remain: What 
is the criminal justice system’s 
response to domestic violence, 
and is it succeeding?

Domestic violence 
laws in Vermont

According to the Vermont 
Network Against Sexual and Do-
mestic Violence (the Network), 
before 1980 there were no laws 
specifically protecting victims of 
domestic violence. 

In the past 27 years, many 
laws have been passed, but three 
are said to have made the larg-
est impact in terms of increasing 
the numbers of offenders coming 
into the legal system.

In 1990, violating a relief from 
abuse order became a crime — 
the first offense is a misdemean-
or, and subsequent violations are 
felonies. When caught the first 
time, offenders can be ordered 
to participate in domestic abuse 
counseling.

In 1993, the Legislature passed 
a law criminalizing domestic as-
sault and stalking. Domestic as-
sault is defined as attempting 
to cause a family or household 
member bodily injury, or caus-
ing the member physical harm, 
or willfully causing the member 
to fear imminent serious bodily 
injury. 

Depending on the severity of 
the assault and whether a weap-
on was used, an offender may 
be charged with a misdemeanor 
domestic assault or first or sec-
ond degree aggravated domestic 
assault, which are felonies. A 
unique aspect to domestic assault 
is that once convicted of a mis-
demeanor domestic assault, the 
next time a defendant is charged, 
even if it’s for another misde-

meanor assault charge, the pros-
ecutor can enhance the charge to 
a felony.

In perhaps one of the most 
sweeping changes of all, a pro-
cess which began in 1985 and 
was expanded in 2002, criminal 
procedures were enhanced to al-
low law enforcement to arrest an 
individual for misdemeanor do-
mestic assault even if the event 
occurred prior to the officer’s ar-
rival on scene as long as there is 
sufficient evidence.

These laws, along with tough-
er penalties on driving under the 
influence (DUI) that also came 
into force during this time, re-
sulted in an enormous increase of 
offenders finding their way into 
the courts.

According to Susan Onderw-
yzer, program services execu-
tive for Vermont Department of 
Corrections, from 1990-2005, 
the volume of overall sentencing 
increased 72 percent. 

Law enforcement 
– the first line of 
defense

In 1993, Vermont became the 
first state to provide specific do-
mestic violence (DV) training to 
all full-time police officers. 

Today, according to TJ An-
derson, coordinator of training 
services for the Vermont Police 
Academy, 43 out of 700 hours 
are spent on DV and DV-relat-
ed subjects, such as vulnerable 
adult abuse, sexual assault, child 
abuse, and stalking.

Yet, according to a report re-
leased by the National Center for 
Women and Policing, domestic 
violence crimes account for up to 
40 percent of all calls to police, 
and one-third of all law enforce-

ment’s time. 
“Currently part-time officers 

are not required to take any DV 
training and officers are also not 
required to take any additional 
DV training to maintain their 
certification after their initial 
training has been completed,” 
notes Anderson.

The wide reach of domestic 
violence is also reflected in the 
state’s crime statistics.

Domestic violence is the 
leading cause of violent death 
in Vermont. As reported in the 
2007 State of Vermont Domestic 
Violence Fatality Review Com-
mission Report, 49 percent of all 
homicides from 1994-2006 were 
domestic violence related. Add-
ing in the number of suicides that 
followed, the percentage increas-
es to 61 percent.

Sgt. Jeff Fontaine, a 27-year 
veteran of the Colchester police 
department, characterized the 
change in law enforcement’s at-
titude toward domestic violence 
as having made huge strides. 
When he started and officers 
were called to a home where do-
mestic violence was suspected, 
the standard procedure was to 
separate the couple, sending one 
to a neighbor to cool off. 

Now with mandates to arrest 
the dominant aggressor, the shift 
has gone from “trying to put a 
Band-Aid on a situation to actu-
ally thinking it can change,” said 
Fontaine. 

Police officers now refer vic-
tims to services and follow-up 
with them directly for welfare 
checks.

Many counties have special 
domestic violence investigators 
that serve on the state’s attor-
neys’ prosecution team. 

When Bill Northrup retired 
from the state police after 27 

years of service, 12 of which 
were as a detective, he decided he 
wasn’t ready to call it a day. For 
the last 10 years, Northrup has 
served as Franklin County’s spe-
cial DV investigator. Like Fon-
taine, Northrup said in the early 
1980’s police treated domestic 
calls as a family matter where 
the police were reluctant to get 
involved. In the late 1980’s, the 
police started to approach DV as 
a criminal matter, and the force 
became more proactive. In the 
early 1990’s, Northrup, along 
with Scot Kline in the Chittenden 
County State’s Attorneys office, 
drafted the domestic violence 
protocol for Chittenden County 
that then became standard for the 
state.

From his years as a detective, 
Northrup knew how serious and 
pervasive a problem domestic 
violence was in Vermont. “Most 
of the homicides and serious as-
sault cases I investigated were 
domestic related.” 

Step two: 
The prosecution

With the increase in arrests 
came an increase in cases in the 
state’s attorneys’ offices for pros-
ecution. 

The state now has five feder-
ally-funded prosecutors, via the 
Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA), in five counties includ-
ing Chittenden, Franklin, Wind-
ham, Lamoille, and Washington 
whose jobs are to solely focus on 
domestic violence cases. These 
include a range of charges that 
can be grouped into two catego-
ries: domestic assaults and do-
mestic-related. 

Domestic-related charges in-
clude violation of relief from 
abuse order, violation of condi-
tions of release, stalking, ag-
gravated stalking, unlawful re-
straint, unlawful mischief, and 
disorderly conduct.

In Chittenden County, VAWA 
funded deputy state’s attorney 
Peter Bevere said he that he av-
erages 400 new cases a year, a 
number that has stayed consis-
tent in the last three years.

T.J. Donovan, recently elected 
as the state’s attorney in Chitten-
den County, confirms that Bevere 
has one of the highest caseloads 
of any attorney in the office. 

“Domestics, drugs, and DUI’s 
are our top three crimes in Chit-
tenden County,” said Donovan.

Franklin County, which has the 
highest per capita reports of do-
mestic violence in the state, also 
has a special DV team that pros-

ecutes about 250 cases a year. 
Based on statistics she provided 
for her grant, Deborah Celis, 
Franklin County’s VAWA funded 
deputy state’s attorney, reports 
80 percent of her 2005 caseload 
resulted in a conviction.

One contributor to her success 
may be the fact that on her team, 
in addition to a full-time victim 
advocate whose job is to advo-
cate for the victim during pros-
ecution and keep her informed 
about the proceedings, she also 
has one full-time and one part-
time dedicated DV investigators. 

Despite the high rate of con-
victions, Celis said domestic vio-
lence cases present obstacles.

“Unlike other assault cases 
where the victim and perpetra-
tors may have been unknown 
to each other, that isn’t the case 
with domestics. This is some-
one you have a house with, often 
have children with, so it becomes 
more complicated,” Celis said. 

Celis says she never counts 
on having a victim testify, which 
means the strength of her case 
most often rests solely on the ev-
idence. “When law enforcement 
goes on a call, they don’t have 
one to two hours to get all the 
information we need. That’s why 
having special DV investigators 
is so important,” she said.

Northrup put in more bluntly: 
“It’s impossible for your patrol 
officers to do all the follow-up 
necessary in domestics cases.” 

He explains that a typical 
patrol officer has to prioritize 
among all the calls received, and 
if they have a simple assault case 
and five burglaries with good 
leads, the officer may have to put 
simple assault on the back burner 
and never come back to it. That 
means there could be enough 
evidence to establish probable 
cause, but not enough for a con-
viction.

“Being a victim of domes-
tic assault is a perilous position 
which is an important justifica-
tion for specialized domestic in-
vestigators. We try to complete 
every case as though the victim 
isn’t there to testify,” Northrup 
said. 

Northrup also makes the case 
that these positions should be 
regular, full-time positions in ev-
ery state’s attorney’s office and 
be state funded. For most coun-
ties that have VAWA funding for 
a prosecutor, a victim advocate, 
and a special investigator these 
funds are drying up. 

In the last few years, VAWA 
funding has remained level, Ce-
lis said, which essentially means 
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ferent ways. The size of the pie 
— total reported income — in-
creased almost 9 percent in 2005, 
but average income for the bot-
tom 90 percent dropped by $172, 
or 0.6 percent. 

The top 1 percent of tax filers 
(with incomes above $348,000) 
received their largest share of na-
tional income since 1928. The av-
erage income of a member of this 
group rose to more than $1.1 mil-
lion, an increase of 14 percent.

Here some other perspectives. 
Data analyzed by MIT professor 
Thomas Kochan show that the 
productivity of U.S. manufactur-
ing rose by about 70 percent be-
tween 1979 and 2005, but the real 
wages of production workers re-
mained flat over that period.

Two other economists, I. 
Dew-Becker and R.A. Gordon, 
analyzed inflation, income, and 
worker productivity in 2005 and 
said their analysis shows that 
“[o]ver the entire period 1966-
2001 … median real wage and 
salary income barely grew at all 
… because half of the income 
gains went to the top 10 percent 
of the income distribution.”

It wasn’t always thus. Before 
Ronald Reagan became president 
in 1981 and instituted huge tax 
cuts for the rich, the country had 
enjoyed more than 40 years of in-
creasing prosperity, and the wage 
differential was only a fraction 
of what it is today. How has this 
huge disparity come to exist? 

Robert Kuttner, editor of The 
American Prospect, took note 
of this phenomenon last fall and 
wrote that it is part of a pattern: 
employer-provided health cover-
age declined from 69 percent in 
1979 to 56 percent in 2004, and 
the top 1 percent’s share of inter-
est, dividends, and capital gains 
has risen from 37.8 percent in 
1979 to 57.5 percent in 2004.

“Politically, it’s evident what 
is occurring,” Kuttner wrote. 
“Those in a position to capture as-
tronomical incomes are awarding 
themselves an ever-larger share 
of the national economic pie. 
Meanwhile, ordinary incomes, 
job security, health security, and 
retirement security are eroding.”

How closely do incomes in Ver-
mont mirror the national trends? 
Data are harder to come by, but 
Doug Hoffer, a Burlington-based 
policy analyst, who devised the 
original livable wage calculations 
for the Peace and Justice Center, 
shows that wages failed to keep 
pace with inflation from 1989 to 
2005.

These figures show that in 
1989, the median household in-
come in Vermont, adjusted for in-
flation, was $46,194, and in 2005, 

it was $48,508, an increase of 
only 5 percent in 15 years. To put 
this another way, if in 1989 your 
median income was $46,194, you 
would have had to earn $72,755 
in 2005 for your money to have 
the same purchasing power.

Politicians and policy analysts 
focus on the affordability of hous-
ing because prices have been ris-
ing faster than in other areas of 
the economy. 

According to the Vermont 
Housing Finance Agency, the me-
dian purchase price of a single-
family home in Vermont in 2006 
was $197,000, an increase of 8 
percent over the previous year, 
almost four times the rate of infla-
tion. That median purchase price 
also represents a 97 percent in-
crease since 1996.

The situation with property 
taxes in Vermont is similar but 
to a smaller degree. According 
to a tax study published by the 
Legislature’s Joint Fiscal Office 
in January, the inflation-adjusted 
Vermont Education Property Tax 
Revenue Estimates rose only 14 
percent, adjusted for inflation, 
from 1996-2005, much less than 
the median single-family home 
price.

Nevertheless, for most Ver-
monters who have had essentially 
flat incomes over this period, a 
14 percent hike is a real hit. And 
it’s little solace that much of this 
hike is the result of their homes 
becoming more valuable because 
of the rising sales prices of single-
family homes.

Vermont is not an 
island

In addition to being subject-
ed to the national trends of flat 
wages and rapidly rising housing 
prices, Vermonters must contend 
with state policies that contribute 
to the affordability problem. First, 
its income tax system is coupled 
to the federal system so that tax 
cuts for the wealthy mean that 
Vermont tax revenues from the 
wealthy are reduced. The balance 
is made up by higher taxes on ev-
eryone else, or programs are cut.

Second, a significant portion 
of Vermont’s affordability prob-
lem is caused by the fact that the 
tax for school funding is based 
on property that affects working 
families much more than it does 
wealthy ones. 

Hoffer wrote recently that 
“when we consider all state and 
local taxes (including the regres-
sive property and sales taxes), the 
richest Vermonters actually pay a 
lower percentage of income than 
low- and moderate-income fami-
lies.”

Hoffer also estimated that 
“state tax liability for someone 
with $1 million in taxable income 
has declined by 64 percent since 
1968, 37 percent in the last 10 
years alone.”

A third area where state pol-
icy helps create the affordabil-
ity problem is corporate income 
taxes. A recent study by Citizens 
for Tax Justice (CTJ), a non-par-
tisan research group in Washing-
ton, shows that as a percentage 
of gross state product, corporate 
income taxes in Vermont dropped 
42 percent from 1989 to 2003, 
about two points more that the 
national average. 

The CTJ study also shows that 
in 2001, IBM paid no income tax-
es in any state where it had opera-
tions, including Vermont, despite 
the company’s global profit of 
$5.6 billion.

Besides tax policy, another area 
where the state’s political leaders 
help make Vermont a less afford-
able place to live is in the alloca-
tion of state funds for affordable 
housing. For the past six years the 
Legislature and governor have 
not followed the rules for allocat-
ing the receipts from the property 
transfer tax. A total of 49 percent 
of those receipts are supposed to 
go to the Vermont Housing and 
Conservation Board (VHCB) to 
be used to building affordable 
housing and to conserve farmland 
and natural resource areas.

To plug holes in the state bud-
get without raising taxes, Gov. 
Jim Douglas and the Legislature 
have allocated $27.6 million less 
to VHCB that it would otherwise 
have been entitled to receive un-
der state law from 2001 to the 
present. But the impact of the 
cut is far larger than the diverted 
funds. 

For every VHCB dollar invest-

ed in a project, approximately $4 
are invested from other sources, 
so this action by lawmakers has 
really cost Vermont another $122 
million, for a total of $150 mil-
lion. The cumulative lost opportu-
nities from this “fiscal savings” is 
750 affordable homes, 50 farms, 
and 58 community conservation 
projects.

Lawmakers are playing a simi-
lar game in this session. The Dem-
ocratic majorities in both houses 
seem stymied by Gov. Douglas’ 
threat to veto any tax increase 
or new tax and may agree with 
his plan to raid the funding set-
aside for the Catamount Health 
program, which was enacted last 
year to provide health insurance 
for Vermonters who have none, in 
order to make up budget deficits 
in other areas. 

And on it goes. Vermont can’t 
do much by itself to fix the af-
fordability problem by forcing 
employers to pay wages that 
keep pace with inflation, but it 
can change state polices that ag-
gravate income disparities and 
intensify the local impact of the 
national affordability problem. 
Just recently, for instance, Mary-
land, not usually known for pro-
gressive legislation, passed a law 
requiring all companies that do 
business with the state to pay a 
“living wage.”

Piketty and Saez said that gap 
between the rich and the rest of us 
has not been as wide as it is now 
since 1928 on the eve of the Great 
Depression. Then, as now, the in-
come disparities blossomed over 
more than a decade of growth fu-
eled by the hands-off policies of 
a federal government under the 
control of free market fundamen-
talists. Then, as now, much of the 
difference in incomes was due to 
stock market speculation and tax 

policies that favored the wealthy.
An additional factor that today 

increases income inequality is 
globalization which has exported 
millions of U.S. jobs to low-wage 
countries, with most of the “sav-
ings” being pocketed by the cor-
porate executives responsible for 
the decision to export — and the 
companies’ shareholders.

In the 1920s, as now, there was 
little complaint about income in-
equality from the workers or the 
middle class, apparently because 
they all embraced the myth that 
anyone can get rich in this country 
with hard work and a little luck. 
The Depression disabused many 
of that myth, but it won’t die. 

 What changed the United 
States back then was that the vot-
ers, 25 percent of whom lost their 
jobs between the stock market 
crash and 1932, got their act to-
gether and created the political 
movement that brought in the 
New Deal and with it steeply 
progressive tax rates along with 
a host of regulations and reforms 
that transformed the country.

As important as the laws and 
regulations, the country enshrined 
a commitment to income security 
for all people in this country, a 
commitment that has since been 
sacrificed on the altar of greed.

History is full of sudden and 
unpredictable twists and turns. 
Perhaps people will be fortunate 
enough to create the 21st-century 
version of that political movement 
— before we are hit by another 
severe Depression. If not, we can 
catch up at the food shelf.

Wallace Roberts is an indepen-
dent journalist who writes about 
public policy issues. He lives in 
Williamstown.
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a reduction in funding. This 
has resulted in some prosecu-
tors having to reduce their hours 
and many experienced DV pros-
ecutors are considering new non-
grant funded positions since they 
are worried about the stability of 
their jobs.

Chittenden County currently 
has no dedicated DV investiga-
tor, and only recently was able 
to fund their DV victim advocate 
fulltime.

Batterer 
intervention and 
programming 

The increase in successful 
prosecutions has also created an 
influx of offenders into Correc-
tions. John Perry, director of re-
search and planning for the De-
partment of Corrections, reported 
that 10 percent of all offenders 
under corrections’ purview have 
DV related offenses as one of 
their primary charges. 

If you isolate just those of-
fenders who are in jail, and not 
those on probation or parole, that 
number increases to 20 percent 
as one of the primary charges, 
and 30 percent if you include any 
domestic charge in their history.

According to Rick Bates, the 
district manager of Brattleboro’s 
Probation and Parole office, 
when he first started as head of 
that office 25 years ago, there 
were no DV arrests made. To-
day, out of 14 probation officers, 
nearly three handle only domes-
tic cases.

Onderwyzer, a licensed clini-
cal social worker, along with her 
staff of six program directors, is 
responsible for overseeing do-
mestic abuse programming, as 
well as women’s services, sub-
stance abuse programs, sex of-
fender treatments, education in 
the Community High School in 
Vermont, the offender work pro-
gram, and risk assessments and 
psychological services. 

In the early 1990s, a change 
occurred in corrections approach 
programming, and the depart-
ment began to offer more exten-
sive programming based on a 
cognitive restructuring and be-
havioral approach to reduce risk.  
This is viewed as correctional 
best practice.

Vermont’s sex offender pro-
gramming is considered one 
of the best in the country, says 
Onderwyzer. “We as a depart-
ment believe people can change 
and communities can be safe.”

According to Mark Larson, 
the Network’s batterer account-

ability coordinator who has re-
cently been charged with creat-
ing a certification program for 
all batter intervention programs 
(BIPs) in the state, he describes 
the three levels of programming 
Vermont offers for men who bat-
ter depending on the seriousness 
of their offense. The first level 
meets in a community-based set-
ting for less than a year, and is 
paid for by the participants.

The second, run by the Cor-
rections Department and known 
as the Intensive Domestic Abuse 
Program (IDAP), is for offend-
ers with multiple misdemeanor 
or felony offenses, and is offered 
three times a week for more than 
a year. These are known as In-
termediate Sanctions Programs 
(ISPs) or pre-approved furlough 
and are offered to offenders cor-
rections believes can be safely 
supervised in the community. 

For the most serious offend-
ers who are incarcerated and in-
eligible for an ISP, the state has 
launched a pilot program this 
spring, a version of IDAP known 
as InDAP. The majority of incar-
cerated DV offenders, however, 
are assigned to a generic cogni-
tive self change program.

Community based BIPs have 
been offered in Vermont since the 
mid-80s, said Larson. IDAP was 
started in 1985. Larson recounts 
how this movement began with 
the recognition by victims’ advo-
cates that while providing shelter 
and services for victims who are 
attempting to leave their usually 
male abusers are critical, until we 
address the root of the problem, 
which is men who batter, we’ll 
never succeed in eradicating do-
mestic violence.

According to Paul Hochanadel, 
co-director of Spectrum’s Do-
mestic Abuse Education Project, 
which is contracted to facilitate 
all of the IDAP programs in the 
state as well as community based 
BIPs in Chittenden, Franklin, 
and Addison counties, anybody 
can attend the programs, but the 
vast majority are mandated by 
the courts.

In Larson’s testimony to the 
Senate Judiciary Committee on 
April 5, he described BIPs philos-
ophy: “In batterer intervention, 
we believe domestic violence is 
a choice; a decision a perpetrator 
makes to use certain behavior to 
get a certain outcome. As a soci-
ety we have not fully accepted 
that. We prefer to believe that 
‘he lost control,’ ‘he was drunk,’ 
‘he was provoked and wouldn’t 
do it again given the chance.’ 
Perpetrators can and do change 
when they want to, just like any 

behavioral change. We have to 
have systems that encourage that 
choice to want to change.”

Hochanadel stressed that BIPs 
are not anti-male: “Our goal is to 
support men to be healthy, safe, 
and respectful in their relation-
ships with women, children, and 
members of the community.”

Judging success: 
The jury is still out

There are various ways to 
measure how well the criminal 
justice system is doing in battling 
domestic violence.  Yet every tra-
ditional method seems to have its 
flaws when applied to domestic 
violence.  

From a law enforcement per-
spective, it may be logical to 
view a decrease in arrests for do-
mestic assault as an indicator that 
fewer incidents are occurring.  
But that may not be the case.  
According to Catherine Waltz, 
Franklin County’s DV victim ad-
vocate for the last 20 years, if a 
victim doesn’t see a positive im-
pact from the involvement of law 
enforcement or the courts, then 
women may be less likely to call 
on that system for help.

Anera Foco, director of Chit-
tenden County’s Women Helping 
Battered Women (WHBW), sec-
onds that idea.  She said that until 
we can be sure there are no more 
hidden victims, that won’t be a 
successful measure. “We don’t 
even know how many people are 
still uncomfortable coming to us,” 
said Foco.  Experts estimate that 
only one in five cases may ever 
come to the police’s attention.

For FY2006, Foco reported that 
WHBW served 5,500 Vermont-
ers, an increase from the previous 
year, and part of a general rising 
trend.  She adds that often victims 
have varying responses to the le-
gal system:  “It’s like a very big 
machine that you don’t know if 
you should operate or not.”

The same skepticism would 
need to be applied if there were 
declining rates of domestic relat-
ed prosecutions, which currently 
there are not.  

Bevere believes many people 
are under the impression that 
calling on the legal system to 
intervene means there will be a 
quick resolution to their prob-
lem.  He feels it’s important for 
victims to understand that the 
legal system is a long process 
that can take anywhere from a 
few months to over a year to re-
solve.  He acknowledges that can 
be frustrating for people whose 
lives are suddenly turned upside 
down especially when they may 

own property together or have 
children together, which the ma-
jority do.

There is also the question of 
what types of convictions pros-
ecutors are able to get.  If the 
majority are pled down from a 
misdemeanor domestic assault 
to disorderly conduct, and the 
offender is placed in anger man-
agement or substance abuse pro-
gramming instead of a BIP, the 
system isn’t working either.  

Often if it’s not mandated by 
the prosecutor or by the court in 
sentencing, it may be left to the 
probation officer to determine 
what type of programming the 
offender should attend.  There-
fore, many inconsistencies can 
occur at any point throughout the 
process.  

As one corrections officials put 
it, he’ll know Vermont has turned 
a corner when he sees probation 
officers as zealous about getting 
men into BIPs as they are into 
substance abuse or sex offender 
programs, rather than the other 
way around, which is more com-
mon. 

The bottom line according to 
the Corrections Department’s 
Facts and Figures released for 
2006, over the past five years 
there has been a steep decline 
in utilization rates of IDAP.  In 
1999 there were 848 participants 
in IDAP.  In 2006, there were 
only 406.  

Yet if you compare the number 
of domestic cases coming into 
the system, those numbers have 
been steady to rising.  Review-
ing graphs compiled by the Chit-
tenden County state’s attorney’s 
office, this trend holds true for 
both IDAP and BIP referrals.  In 
Q1 2007 for instance, out of 100 
resolved domestic cases, only 27 
included referrals to program-
ming. Granted, several of these 

cases may have been for the same 
defendant or may have resulted 
in jail time where BIP program-
ming isn’t currently offered.  

The general impression given 
by the judges, corrections offi-
cials, and victims’ advocates in-
terviewed for this article is that 
the jury is still out as to whether 
these programs work.  

A study published in the March 
2007 Journal of Family Violence, 
conducted by Michele Cranwell 
at the University of Vermont, 
concluded that BIPs are effective 
in creating short-term change in 
motivating factors and partici-
pant attitudes.  Outcome report-
ing compiled by Corrections does 
show a decrease in reconviction 
rates for batterers who complete 
the program as opposed to those 
who don’t.

Looking at recidivism rates is 
clearly only part, and an incom-
plete part at that, of how to mea-
sure success.  

“We have to remember who 
we’re doing this for,” said Amy 
Holloway, director of Victim Ser-
vices for Corrections and a 29-
year veteran advocating against 
DV.  “If it weren’t for the victims, 
we wouldn’t have our jobs.”  

Therefore, the outcomes that 
Holloway looks at are whether 
the system is being victim-cen-
tered, is the victim’s voice being 
heard, and are we asking victims 
whether they have confidence 
in the system, that something is 
going to be done if they call the 
police.

In her final assessment, Hollo-
way believes, “The criminal jus-
tice system is a 2-D solution for 
a 3-D problem.  If we continue 
to place the burden of account-
ability and victim safety on the 
criminal justice system, that third 
dimension will come back to bite 
us in the butt.”

continued from page 10


