December 8, 2005

TO:   THE PEOPLE OF THE 8TH LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT

PREVIEW OF THE 2006 GENERAL ASSEMBLY SESSION – SOME MAJOR ISSUES

The 421st session of the Maryland General Assembly will convene on January 11, 2006.   Among the major issues that will be considered are:

THE BUDGET- Larger than anticipated revenue collection has given the state a $603 million budget surplus.   However, Maryland still faces projections of budget shortfalls in future years because of commitments to the $1.3 billion Thornton education plan and the rapid growth of health care spending.    In addition, new accounting rules will force the state to divert up to $1.9 billion a year to pay for retiree health care benefits or risk losing the coveted AAA bond rating.

EDUCATION- Legislation that I strongly support will be introduced to improve Maryland’s teachers’ pensions.   Maryland is the third wealthiest state in the nation, yet our teacher retirement benefits are among the lowest in the nation.   Currently, teachers receive only 38% of pre-retirement income.   Educators in neighboring Pennsylvania receive 75% of their income as retirement benefits.   Our teachers are our children’s lifeline to a fulfilled and productive life.   Certainly, the value of teachers should be recognized with adequate pension benefits.

I will also oppose the Governor’s Commission on Quality Education recommendations, which propose the adoption of a fast track to teacher certification.   This federal proposal seeks to train would-be teachers in an internet crash course.   While I certainly support new ideas for recruiting and retaining teachers, I feel these internet-certified teachers will be a poor substitute for the rigors of traditional teacher preparation programs that require practice teaching and mentoring before certification.   As Doug Otto, superintendent of one Texas school district said, “I would be very hesitant to employ a candidate who completed the requirements of this program.   With all due respect, what we’ll have is a non-traditionally prepared teacher who will need extensive coaching, mentoring and professional development once they find themselves in a classroom.”

CRIME- Tougher laws to keep track of pedophiles will be debated during 2006.   Proposals range from requiring involuntary and indefinite commitment to mental institutions for sexual predators released from prison, to lifetime electronic monitoring of these offenders.   Another proposal would require more of the most violent offenders to receive life sentences and that all sex offenders be required to appear in person twice a year to update their information for the sex offender registry.   I will support any feasible proposal that will keep repeat sex offenders out of our communities and off our streets.
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DRUNK DRIVING- Tougher drunk driving laws will be proposed.   Included will be measures to allow judges to make convicted drunk drivers use ignition interlocks for up to three years…impose graduated penalties, based on the level of alcohol in the driver’s system…and revoke licenses of anyone under age 21 convicted of drunk driving for three years or until the driver turns 21.   According to the National Highway Traffic Administration, Maryland drunk driving fatalities increased 12% last year to total 209 deaths.   The National Safety Council rates Maryland as ninth nationwide in the percentage of drunk driving deaths.   Nearly 45% of the state’s auto fatalities involved alcohol consumption, compared to 39% nationwide.

PROPERTY RIGHTS- In June 2005, the U. S. Supreme Court expanded the right of federal, state and local government to condemn private property for public use.   The decision spurred a firestorm of protest from property owners and proposals from most of the states, including Maryland, to put restrictions on the widened powers of eminent domain.   The 2006 session will consider a Constitutional Amendment, as well as dozens of bills to protect property from being taken by government for the purpose of private development and private profit.   As I see it, restrictions are urgently needed to safeguard our homes and business from being taken by government to promote private development for private profits.   Certainly, we in Baltimore County will never forget the County’s attempt to take land and homes in Middle River for private development.   Outraged citizens protested and won by stopping the project in an overwhelming referendum vote of SB 509.

STEM CELL RESEARCH- Legislation to provide state funds for embryonic stem cell research will once again be considered.   Both Governor Ehrlich and Senate President Mike Miller have recently announced their support for this legislation.   Several states including California and Wisconsin have enacted similar legislation.  Unlike adult stem cells, embryonic stem cells retain the special ability to develop into nearly any cell type.   Embryonic stem cell research offers real hope to 128 million Americans who suffer from degenerative and acute diseases such as diabetes, cancer, Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s disease.   Many in the scientific community believe that embryonic stem cell research can develop effective care, prevention or treatment for many of these diseases.   I, along with the majority of the medical community, as well as 78% of Marylanders polled, support embryonic stem cell research.

These are just some of the many issues the legislature will address in 2006.  If you have any questions or ideas for legislation, I hope that you will please feel free to contact me.  As always, I look forward to serving you in Annapolis.  I hope all of you have a safe and happy holiday season and a prosperous new year.

