The 2007 Assembly:  The Wins & the Losses
By Richard Gwynallen
Word Count: 803
Increased funding for school facilities, passing a statewide Living Wage law, full funding of Program Open Space, passing an Inclusionary Housing Tax Credit, and renewing the Historic Tax Credit capped a 2007 General Assembly in which more Reservoir Hill residents expressed their support or opposition to public policy proposals than in any previous year.  On the downside, many programs were funded at levels lower than RHIC and other advocates deemed necessary, no transit funding bills passed, and important lead paint bills failed.
Over the last year, RHIC has focused much of its legislative education on the value of targeted investments in older communities, public school funding, and affordable housing needs.  The range of actions RHIC advocates weighed in on during the 2007 General Assembly range from traditional support of the Historic Tax Credit and Program Open Space to increasing funding for school facilities to passing an Inclusionary Housing tax credit and opposing an effort to allow mortgage brokers to flip borrowers over and over without any suitability requirements attached to the loans.

The letters, phone calls, and voices of resident advocates helped win $400 million in school facilities funds and full funding of Program Open Space.  It shows what citizen advocacy can do.  The 2007 Assembly also contains the lesson that we will have to be even more prepared come the 2008 Assembly, and be working hard in between.
Community Revitalization Funding a Mixed Bag
Governor O’Malley proposed $8 million capital and $500,000 operating funds for the Community Legacy Program. The legislature preserved the operating funds, but cut the capital budget to $6.5 million, including $2 million that was shifted from neighborhood business development.  This effectively resulted in a $500,000 increase in Community Legacy funding and a $2 million reduction in neighborhood business development.

The Community Parks & Playgrounds budget was preserved at $5 million, though the Assembly earmarked $2 million of it for bigger projects.

An Inclusionary Housing Tax Credit bill passed authorizing local governments to establish a tax credit for owners of new residential rental properties of more than 30 units with up to 20% being affordable.

The legislature renewed the Historic Tax Credit program to 2010, raised the percentage of commercial tax credits that projects in any one jurisdiction can receive from 50% to 75%.   However, the legislature still did not fund the program at the full $30 million, cutting the governor’s proposed budget to $25 million.

Program Open Space received full funding in the budget proposed by Governor O'Malley and passed by the legislature. Unfortunately, Program Open Space is denied some of its funding because of a loophole that allows certain property transfers to avoid the real estate transfer tax. Bills that would have closed this loophole so that the transfer tax is fairly applied to all real estate transactions failed.  Closing the loophole would have provided more funding for schools, parks and recreational areas, farmland preservation, and helped restore the Chesapeake Bay through the protection of our rivers and streams.
Funds for School Facilities Increased but Opportunities Were Still Missed
$400 million was allocated to upgrade existing school facilities.
The legislature also extended by one year the Thornton public education funding

program, instituted a tuition freeze for the University System of Maryland and increased funding for community colleges. The additional $567 million to K-12 education in Thornton funding will bring most school systems up to the point of funding that was defined by the Thornton Commission as an “adequate” amount in 2001 (the funding was phased in over 6 years).
On the downside, bills to increase the amount of grants the state is required to deliver to county school boards for the Aging Schools Program failed to even move out of committee. While not actually cutting the level of funding, the legislature actually made accessing those funds more difficult.
Other Key Assembly Issues

The legislature established the nation’s first state-wide living wage law for workers hired through state contracts. The law establishes two wage standards, one for Baltimore and heavily populated counties, and one for rural counties.

The Stormwater Management Act of 2007 passed, setting higher standards for new development to reduce the polluted runoff that washes off our parking lots, roofs, and roads and damages our waterways.

Another opportunity to move toward a world class transportation system passed us by.  No bills to increase funding for MARC, bus service, or the Red and Green Lines were passed

.

The Lead Poisoning Prevention Act of 2007 (HB1020), and a ban on lead in children’s products, including candies, (HB1214) failed.  HB1214 underwent heavy industry opposition but still survived only to die for lack of time by Delegates to read all the amendments attached to it by industry lobbying. This was the first year in which no lead paint reduction bills passed, but both have committed sponsors for next year.
