March 4, 2005

TO:   THE CITIZENS OF THE 8th LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT

THE 2005 GENERAL ASSEMBLY AT MID-POINT

The 2005 session is moving at a deliberate pace.   None of the major issues have been resolved as of yet, but many of the major pieces of legislation are beginning to make progress toward General Assembly approval or rejection.

SLOTS   There is still a long way to go before any slots legislation reaches final approval.   Although both Houses have passed slots legislation, the two bills are so different that many believe that a compromise between the two versions of the bill will be difficult.   The major difference between the two bills is that the Senate bill allows for seven slots locations, with four locations at racetracks.   The House bill specifies only four locations – Anne Arundel, Allegany, Frederick and Harford Counties.   While both bills would provide significant monetary benefits to the Maryland racing industry, there is no provision in the House bill mandating slots at racetracks.

VICTIM AND WITNESS INTIMIDATION Legislation has been approved by the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee and awaits a vote by the full Senate.   The House version of these bills is still in the House Judiciary Committee.   The measures increase penalties for victim and witness intimidation and allow written testimony in some cases without witnesses physically appearing in court.

STATE MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE Legislation to raise the hourly wage from the federal $5.15 an hour to $6.15 has been approved by the Senate Finance Committee, but is still awaits approval from the House Economic Matters Committee.  The legislation was amended to set the tip wage at 50% of the minimum wage.   Fourteen other states and the District of Columbia have set higher minimum wage rates than the federal level.

HEALTH CARE An amended Community Health Access and Safety Net Act of 2005 has received House of Delegates approval.   The bill establishes a Community Health Resources Commission to increase access to health care resources for low-income individuals.   The measure also supplements a variety of programs, grants, federal waiver requests and studies.

2% HMO PREMIUM TAX  Emergency legislation to require the Insurance Commissioner to disapprove a rate increase for an HMO unless the HMO submits a rate filing has been introduced.   Recently, the Insurance Commissioner authorized HMOs to pass along a 2% premium tax to policyholders without a public hearing.   The tax came as a result of medical malpractice reform enacted by the special session of the General Assembly.   In order to help HMOs get started thirty years ago, the State gave them an exemption from the 2% premium tax. All other insurance carriers – auto, homeowners and health – pay the tax.  Maryland HMOs racked up $7 billion in profits in 2003.  Many agree that they are past the “start-up” phase.  Mid Atlantic Medical Services Inc. (MAMSI) and Aetna Inc. of Hartford, Conn. immediately announced they would pass the 2% increase on to policyholders.  CareFirst said it would absorb the increase and not pass it on to consumers.

BAN ON SMOKING The Clean Indoor Air Act of 2005 would expand the prohibition on workplace smoking generally to bars and restaurants.   Currently, Montgomery and Talbot Counties impose similar smoking bans.   Both Senate and House are being heard before their respective committees.   Legislation has been introduced to counter the smoking ban proposal.   This bill would prohibit a political subdivision from adopting laws regulating smoking laws that are more stringent than any State law in existence on October 1, 2005.  The Clean Indoor Air Act of 2004 was defeated in the Senate Finance Committee last year, and is not expected to receive a favorable report in 2005.

TEENAGE DRIVING RESTRICTIONS   The Senate approved legislation prohibit teen drivers from carrying passengers under age 18, except family members, for six months after they receive their provisional license.   Over the past several years, this legislation has received Senate approval, only to be rejected in the House committee.  I am proud to have been a sponsor of this bill for the past three years.   The National Traffic Safety Administration (NTSA) statistics reveal that 63% of teen deaths in auto crashes happen when several teens are riding in the car.   One teen passenger increases the risk of a crash by 50%.   With three or more teen passengers, the crash risk is four times higher than when a teen is driving alone.   Motor vehicle crashes are the number one cause of teen deaths.   Although teens represent only 1.6% of Maryland’s population, they are responsible for 5.3% of the automobile accidents.

DRUNK DRIVING The House approved legislation to establish that upon conviction for an alcohol and/or drug-related driving offense, an additional criminal penalty for an individual who refuses to take a test at the time of the suspected violation.  The additional penalty would be two-month imprisonment or a maximum fine of $500.   These penalties are in addition to the current administrative sanctions that must be imposed for refusal to take a test.  Currently, an offender’s license or driving privilege must be suspended by the MVA for 120 days for a first offense and one year for a second or subsequent offence.  State Police report that of the 22,597 people arrested in 2004 on suspicion of impaired driving, 31.5% refused to be tested, enabling them to plead to a lesser penalty than had a test established their intoxication level.

Within the next several weeks, the pace of the session will accelerate.   The committee hearings will get shorter, as the time spent on the House Floor debating legislation grows longer.

I would very much like to hear from you regarding these or any other issues that may be important to you.  Please feel free to contact me by phone at 410.841.3766 or via e-mail at eric_bromwell@house.state.md.us  

I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Delegate Eric M. Bromwell

