April 9, 2008

TO:  THE PEOPLE OF LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT 8

THE 2008 GENERAL ASSEMBLY SESSION AT A GLANCE
The 425th session of the Maryland General Assembly considered 2,651 bills in 2008, and approved 748.
CRIME   Legislation to require that DNA samples be taken from anyone charged with a crime of violence or burglary was passed.   Under current law, DNA samples are collected only from persons convicted of felony, fourth degree burglary or breaking and entering into a vehicle.  State and local law enforcement officials solidly support expansion of DNA testing.   They note its use has revolutionized criminal investigation in solving old cases, interrupting serial criminals and clearing some who have been wrongly convicted on other evidence.
The General Assembly approved my legislation to require disclosure of Pharmacy Benefit Managers (PBMs).  PBMs are businesses that administer and manage prescription drug benefit plans.  Currently, there is little state oversight or regulation of these businesses that touch the life of almost anyone who buys a prescription drug.   The industry is dominated by three PBMs – CVS Caremark, Express Scripts and Medco.   My bill requires that PBMs disclose to consumers information regarding net revenue and drug manufacturers payments earned, as well as customers’ total drug expenditures and rebates.  I co-sponsored additional legislation to bring regulation and oversight, such as requiring PBMs to register with the State Insurance Administration.
Maryland’s ID theft laws were strengthened.  Penalties for ID theft were increases from 5 to 15 years imprisonment and from $25,000 to $50,000 in fines.   These penalties apply to ID theft against disabled, mentally ill or otherwise “vulnerable” adults.

In the month of February 2007 alone, 4,000 Marylanders lost their homes.  This is a staggering nine times the number of homes lost in February 2006.  The mortgage foreclosure nightmare has hit every county and every income level.   Laws were approved to make mortgage fraud a felony with criminal penalties, prohibit mortgage rescue schemes in which homeowners are tricked into signing over their homes to third parties, as well as increasing the time it takes lenders to foreclose on a home from 15 to 150 days.  Approved legislation also requires lenders to make sure prospective homebuyers can afford to make monthly mortgage payments after the ARM increase sets in, as well as making the requirements needed to qualify for a lender’s license more stringent.
The Assembly also approved legislation to require CareFirst BlueCross to provide $4 million annually to the state’s Senior Prescription Drug Assistance Program.  This program helps low-income seniors, who fall under the Medicare coverage gap, pay for their prescription medicine.  The bill takes effect in 2009.  Those seniors on the Medicare Part D prescription drug assistance plan receive no coverage when the cost of their drugs exceeds $2,510, and until it reaches $5,726.   That drop of coverage is known as the “donut hole.”  CareFirst was extremely cooperative in this effort, and is now a stark contrast from the CareFirst that sought to turn “for-profit” just a few years ago.
I am proud to be among the sponsors of a state plan to assist returning Iraq and Afghanistan veterans who seek essential psychological and behavioral health care.   By creating coordination among the state and federal agencies involved with veterans and health care, the program will enable these veterans to bridge the gap they encounter often in trying to obtain mental health care.   According to the Veterans Administration, over 30% of mid-east combat veterans will have Post Traumatic Shock Syndrome and other behavioral disorders.   Of the 15,000 Iraq and Afghanistan veterans who live in Maryland, an estimated 5,000 require these mental health care services.
Tech Tax  The ill-conceived 6% sales tax on computer services.  During the November Special Session, I opposed this “tech tax” and all other tax increases.  In the final days of the session, I also voted to repeal the tax which if allowed to continue, could have been devastating to our State’s economy.
Several Administration proposals to improve air and water quality and conserve electricity were also approved.

The Assembly approved a Lead Paint Products Ban, similar to bans enacted in California, Illinois and Michigan.   The ban prohibits the manufacture, sale, importation or distribution of children’s products coated with lead in a concentration of more than 0.2%.   The State Health Department is authorized to enter warehouses and factories to investigate products, take samples and test products to determine if they violate the law.   On the federal level, in September 2007, the Consumer Product Safety Commission announced an agreement with its counterparts in the Chinese government to immediately stop using lead paint in its manufacture of toys exported to the U. S.
For the 3rd consecutive year, Maryland will cap in-state tuition in its public universities and colleges.   State support will also increase 4% per student for all segments of higher education.

The anger of Maryland citizens over tax increases approved in November was readily apparent during the 2008 session.   I hope you will agree that I voted with my district’s best interests in mind when I voted against those tax increases in November?  While the legislature did make significant reductions in spending, I still feel we have much, much more work to do to reduce wasteful spending, and ease the tax burden on our citizens.
Please do not hesitate to contact me on these or any other legislative issues of concern to you.   As always, I encourage and welcome your input.
