HIGHLIGHTS OF THE 2007 GENERAL ASSEMBLY SESSION

The Governor’s $30.3 billion budget increased spending by 2.5% and contained no tax increases.  Maryland has kept its prized status as one of five states that has a AAA bond rating.

EDUCATION- State spending for grades K-12 increased by $567 million under the Thornton education plan.   A record $400 million was approved for school construction and renovation.  As chairman of the Baltimore County Delegation, I am pleased that Baltimore County will receive $53.2 million of that money.   In-state tuition at Maryland universities and colleges will also be frozen for the second consecutive year.

PUBLIC SAFETY- The 2006 Jessica’s Law was toughened to prohibit parole for anyone over 18 who commits a first or second-degree sex offense against a child younger than 13 years.   The 2006 law forbids anyone on Maryland’s sex offender registry from going on school grounds unless school officials give permission.  I introduced legislation, which is law in 22 states, to prohibit anyone on Maryland’s sex offender registry from living within 2,000 feet of a school, day care facility, playground or any other place where children congregate.   Since the law already forbids these offenders from going on school grounds, it makes sense that they should also be barred from living close to schools.  I’m for keeping convicted sex offenders as far away from children as possible.  I plan to re-introduce the bill next year.  I supported the Gang Prosecution Act of 2007, which won Assembly approval.  The new law gives the state strong and important legal tools to convict criminal gang members.

ENVIRONMENT-  The environment was a big winner this session.   Maryland joined 23 other states, 577 municipalities, as well as Baltimore City and the five counties of Charles, Howard, Montgomery, Prince George’s and Talbot to impose a statewide smoking ban in restaurants, bars and other indoor places.   Maryland also became the 11th state to adopt Clean Car standards that many believe will reduce air polluting car emissions by 30% within nine years.   Legislation was approved to require utilities to increase their use of solar power as an alternative energy source.   Also approved was legislation to shorten the environmental review process of proposals to build large wind turbines, as a way to increase the use of wind power as an alternative source of energy.  To limit the amount of water-polluting phosphorus in the Bay and its tributaries, the Assembly approved legislation to require that by December 2008, dishwashing detergent sold in the State contain less than half a percent of phosphorus.

VOTING-  Five major voting bills were approved.   I supported three out of the five.  I voted for legislation to require a paper trail to verify votes cast.   The paper voting verification will be ready in time for the 2010 election.  The bill has always had overwhelming House support, but was killed in the Senate for the past few years.  Maryland was one of only five states without paper verification.  Finally, the full legislature recognized the absurdity of that situation and approved the paper trail. 

I voted for the bill to put the question of early voting on the 2008 ballot, so that Marylanders can have the final word on whether they should be offered the option of voting several days before the election date.  I also voted for the bill to change the 2008 presidential primary date from March 4 to February 12 to make Maryland one of the key states in the presidential primary decision.  

I was the lead sponsor of a bill that gave a raise to our election judges in Baltimore County.  It has been quite a few years since the hard-working men and women at our polls received a pay increase.  I was proud to pass this legislation to ensure the quality and safety of our elections, as well as ensure that we will continue to attract highly qualified judges to work on election-day.

I voted against legislation to require Maryland to commit its 10 electoral votes to the presidential candidate who wins the national popular vote.   As I see it, this commitment could give Maryland’s electoral votes to a candidate who did not carry the state.   This new law has the distinct possibility of reversing the presidential choice of Maryland citizens.   I also voted against giving both nonviolent and violent felons who commit second and subsequent crimes voting rights as soon as they finish serving their prison sentences.   

And speaking of rights, I strongly opposed giving illegal immigrants the right of legal state residents to pay lower in-state tuition at Maryland’s universities and colleges.  I do not believe in rewarding lawbreakers.  I don’t believe in rewarding felons or illegal immigrants with the rights and privileges law-abiding, taxpaying Maryland citizens have.

STORYVILLE PROJECT- On a local note I, along with Delegate Schuler and Senator Klausmeier, sponsored an approved request for $250,000 for the Storyville Learning Center Project at the Baltimore County Public Library in Rosedale.  This project will allow for unique, hands-on learning programs at the Rosedale branch.  We feel very strongly that this will be a major improvement to our library and our Rosedale community.

The 423rd session of the Maryland General began a new term with a new governor and many new members of the legislature.   Sessions that meet the first year of a new term have been known as sessions of little accomplishment.  The 2007 session was surprisingly productive.
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