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Even After 25 Weeks, There is Still More to Come 
 
Late on Friday night, June 26, the legislature recessed for six weeks. They did so after appropriating 
$750,777,119 in Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF) monies for a variety of needs that includes local 
governmental operations. The legislature reserved approximately $140 million to appropriate when they 
return in late August, in the hope that Congress will allow the CRF to be spent to replace lost revenues at 
the state and municipal levels. All of those appropriation decisions occurred against a backdrop of 
continually changing guidance from the federal government and rumors of what the “next” aid package 
would contain, hopefully including direct aid to local governments, or if there even would be another aid 
package. 
 
There were really two legislative sessions in 2020: the one before the COVID-19 pandemic (BC-19) and the 
one after Friday, March 13, when the legislature recessed (initially for a week to determine what to do 
next). As it did for all of us, it took a while for the House and Senate to acclimate to the new reality, and 
the return to legislative life was rocky as everyone tried to figure out how to attend meetings remotely, 
how to accommodate Vermonters with inadequate broadband service – which included quite a few 
legislators – and how to ensure the new process was transparent. There were missteps along the way, but 
generally Vermonters were able to access committee meetings and floor action that had been unavailable 
to them BC-19, unless you were physically in the State House. 
 
In the last three months, the legislature passed, among other legislation, a supplemental budget adjustment 
bill for the fiscal year that ended on June 30, a budget for the first quarter of FY21, and two other bills 
appropriating CRF monies. 
 
Although the legislature is taking a break, the work to implement the many programs they established is 
underway and needs to be accomplished so that applications can be processed quickly. According to the 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, all CRF dollars must be spent – not 
obligated but actually spent – by December 30. That gives the state six months to spend the $1.25 billion 
that was sent to Vermont in the CARES Act. Any funds not spent must be returned to the federal 
government. 
 
In this interim wrap-up, we report on the bills that most affect local governments that passed and note the 
sections of statute amended or added in those bills and the effect they have on local governance. When 
the legislature returns on August 25, they will continue the 2019-2020 biennium, and no one knows how 
long the second half of the 2020 session will last. Any bills that were introduced during the past two 
sessions and made it from one chamber to another may still be taken up. This is important because in the 
days before the June 26 recess, legislators passed several bills unrelated to COVID-19 that are important 
to local officials. 
 
After the legislature concludes its business – in August? September? – and adjourns, all legislation that did 
not pass will be dead.  
 
As always, we welcome your comments and questions. And, of course, we sincerely thank you for all you 
are doing in these extraordinary and extraordinarily exhausting times. 
 
Resource 
• Coronavirus Relief Fund Appropriations (June 26, 2020) 
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VLCT Public Policy and Advocacy staff represent all 246 cities and towns to the Vermont legislature and 
administration as well as to the federal government and interest groups. We initiate, track, and promote 
legislation that provides authority, autonomy, and resources to cities and towns. Member-established 
policies to implement those priorities can be found in our Municipal Legislative Policy, which will be 
revised this summer for the 2021-2022 legislative biennium. With guidance from the VLCT Board and 
membership, advocacy staff ensure that municipal priorities are addressed in the State House, by the 
executive branch, in studies and rule-making procedures, and in multiple other policy-making forums. 
 

Karen Horn, Director, Public Policy and Advocacy (khorn@vlct.org) 
Gwynn Zakov, Municipal Policy Advocate (gzakov@vlct.org) 

David Gunn, Editor 
July 22, 2020 
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Municipal Finance in the Era of COVID-19 
 

First Quarter Budget (H.961, Act 120) 
(amends 10 V.S.A. § 9; 12 V.S.A. § 479a; 32 VSA §§ 1051, 1052) 

 
On the last day before leaving for their six-week recess, the legislature passed a budget for the first quarter 
of Fiscal Year 2021. In August – when there will presumably be a clearer picture of the state’s fiscal 
capacity, updated revenue impacts, and potential for Congress to allow federal funds to be used to replace 
lost revenues – the legislature will pass a budget for the remaining three quarters of FY21. 
 
Act 120 takes two unusual measures to limit expenditures in the first quarter. It imposes a non-essential 
hiring freeze through September 30. And it forbids the administration from making substantive changes 
to policies or program structures prior to developing and approving the full 2021 budget, unless those 
changes are first approved by the legislative Joint Fiscal Committee.  
 
The bill requires the governor to submit a budget for the last three quarters of FY21 by August 18. 
 
The bill fully funds negotiated pay act decisions for state employees. Commencing July 1,2021, the bill will 
tie weekly legislative compensation to compensation increases provided to other constitutional officers 
(Secretary of State, Auditor of Accounts, Attorney General, Treasurer, Lieutenant Governor and 
Governor). Current weekly pay for legislators is $742, and for the Speaker of the House and President Pro 
Tempore of the Senate is $822.36.  
 
For the appropriations not specifically called out in Act 120, the use of dollars is pro-rated for the first 
quarter. For instance, the Agency of Natural Resources is allowed to spend funds from all sources except 
no more than 50 percent of state General Fund dollars; the Agency of Transportation may spend 60 
percent of Agency of Transportation dollars; and 100 percent of Payment in Lieu of Taxes dollars may be 
disbursed to local governments that host state buildings. 
 
The items below affect local governments: 
 

Budget Item First Quarter 2021 

(GF) Homeowner Rebate $16,600,000 

(GF) Teachers’ Retirement System 125,894,201* 

(EF) Teachers’ Retirement System Normal Contribution 7,213,271 

(GF) Retired Teachers’ Health and Medical 31,798,734* 

(EF) High School Completion Services 3,916,000 

Debt Service* 79,377,264 

(CRF) Agency of Education eligible CARES Act expenses in 
Pre-K-12 schools 

50,000,000 

(CRF) Agency of Human Services Emergency 
Medical/Ambulance Services 

3,000,000 

(CRF) Dept. of Labor Unemployment Administration Costs 4,700,000 
GF = General Fund 
EF = Education Fund 
CRF = Coronavirus Relief Fund 
* fully funds FY21 obligation 
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The Education Property Tax in the Age of COVID (H.959, Act 122) 
(amends 32 V.S.A. §§ 5402(a) (1), 5402b(b)) 

 
Every year, the legislature needs to establish a property dollar equivalent yield, income dollar equivalent 
yield, and non-homestead property tax rate in order to fund pre-K-12 public education in Vermont. Two-
thirds of the Education Fund’s revenues are raised from the statewide education property tax. The property 
yield is the per-pupil amount of spending that the fund can support with a uniform homestead tax rate of 
$1.00 on homestead value. The income yield is the per-pupil amount of spending that the fund can support 
with a uniform tax rate on income. The non-homestead education property tax rate is applied to $100 of 
a property’s equalized education property tax value. 
 
Legislators start the session with a letter from the Commissioner of Taxes that forecasts those three 
numbers. The Secretary of Administration, in her December 2019 cover memo that conveyed this year’s 
letter, wrote, “One of the key performance indicators we use to measure how effectively State government 
is helping to make Vermont more affordable for families is the percent of household income spent on 
state taxes – and fees. It is our view that if the percent of a household’s income captured by government 
is increasing, government is having a regressive economic impact on households. The fact that projected 
education cost increases continue to exceed the rate of growth in education fund revenues – and the rate 
of growth in household income – remains a cause for significant concern, particularly as the number of 
students in Vermont’s schools continue to decline.” For years, the education property tax has increased 
unabated despite promises every campaign season to stop costs from increasing and reduce reliance on 
the property tax. 
 
The December letter from the Commissioner of Taxes forecast the following rates based upon school 
district budgets that were proposed to be voted at Town Meeting this past March: 
 

Tax Commissioner Forecast December 2019 

Homestead Yields and Non-Homestead 
Rate 

FY2020 
(as comparison) 

FY2021 
(administration forecast) 

Homestead Property Yield $10,648 $10,883 

Income Property Yield 13,081 13,396 

Non-Homestead Property Tax Rate 1.594 1.654 

 
Then, a number of things happened. On December 24, the Secretary of Education issued a commissioned 
report that detailed the deeply flawed way in which pupils are weighted in Vermont for the purpose of 
establishing per-pupil costs. In early March, following town meeting, school districts passed their budgets 
(with nine exceptions). On March 13, the state shut down, pursuant to the governor’s executive order. 
Schools closed, everyone stayed home, the state’s unemployment applications exploded as Vermonters 
lost their jobs, commerce all but ceased, and tax revenues cratered. The federal government delayed the 
date income taxes were due to July 15. As a result, the Vermont income tax due date and due dates for the 
homestead declaration and property tax credit claim also moved to July 15. 
 
Members of the House Ways and Means and Senate Finance committees were the first to realize the severe 
impact that the COVID-19 pandemic was having on the budget generally and the education fund in 
particular. Projected deficits were enormous by any previous metric. Without financial assistance directed 
to the Education Fund from the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, it 
looked like property tax rates would increase by as much as 24 cents, clearly an untenable outcome under 
any circumstance.  
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In the end Act 122 avoided that scenario. The average homestead property tax rate for FY21 is $1.542. 
The yields and non-homestead education property tax rates are as follows. 
 

H.959 (Act 122) As Passed 

Homestead Yields and Non-Homestead 
Rate 

FY2020 
(as comparison) 

FY2021 
(as passed) 

Homestead Property Yield $10,648 $10,998 

Income Property Yield 13,081 13,535 

Non-Homestead Property Tax Rate 1.594 1.628 

 
Act 122 allows the Education Fund to be in deficit. If a deficit is created, the legislature may take measures 
to reduce or eliminate it by using federal funds, applying reversions from earlier appropriations, drawing 
down the Education Fund stabilization reserve, reducing costs, employing inter-fund borrowing, or using 
other sources of revenue. 
 
Resource 
• Education Fund Outlook As Passed H. 959 (June 20, 2020) 
 
 

Coronavirus Funding for Local Government (H.966, Act 137) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
One of the last bills passed before the legislature recessed for six weeks was H.966 (Act 137), a 
comprehensive bill that appropriated money from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
(CARES) Act’s Coronavirus Relief Fund (CRF) to many different areas of need, including local 
governments. In all, H.966 appropriated $213,200,000 of the $2.5 billion in CRF dollars Vermont received 
from the federal government. The bill took effect on passage (June 30). Note that other legislation 
appropriates additional CRF dollars which, together with H.966, total $827 million. 
 
The bill specifies that the appropriations meet the criteria of the CARES Act and related guidance because 
the covered costs  
• are necessary expenditures incurred due to the COVID-19 public health emergency, 
• were not accounted for in Vermont’s FY20 budget, and 
•` were or will be incurred between March 1 and December 30, 2020. 
 
Furthermore, the bill acknowledges that specific uses of the CRF may change based on modifications to 
federal law or updated guidance, and that it is the responsibility of each recipient to ensure it complies with 
all federal guidelines regarding spending and use. For the most part, funds appropriated in H.966 must be 
spent by December 20, allowing the legislature time to re-appropriate them before unspent funds are 
returned to the federal government on December 30, as the CARES Act stipulates. 
 

The following table shows the appropriations in Act 137. 
 

Recipient Purpose Amount 
Agency of Commerce and 
Community Development (ACCD) 

additional economic recovery grants 
$82,000,000 

Working Lands Enterprise Fund grants for agriculture, food and forest, wood products $2,500,000 

Vermont Community Loan Fund grants to small and at least 51%  women- or minority-
owned businesses 

$5,000,000 

Agency of Natural Resources (ANR grants to outdoor recreation businesses $1,500,000 
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Recipient Purpose Amount 
ACCD Vermont Arts Council grants to nonprofit arts and cultural organizations $5,000,000 

Dept. of Tourism and Marketing Restart Vermont marketing program $2,500,000 

ACCD Restart Vermont business assistance program $2,500,000 

ACCD to Southeastern Vermont 
Community Action 

Restaurants and Farmers Feeding the Hungry 
Program 

$5,000,000 

Agency of Administration grants to local governments to reimburse eligible 
expenses¹ 

$12,650,000 

Agency of Administration grants to help municipalities digitize land records² $2,000,000 

Agency of Human Services Vermont Legal Aid to provide services to counsel 
those at risk of experiencing homelessness 

$550,000 

Department of Housing and 
Community Development 

grants for counseling and assistance to landlords 
$250,000 

Vermont Housing and Conservation 
Board 

grants to provide safe shelter to those at risk of 
homelessness 

$9,000,000 

Vermont Housing Finance Agency financial and technical assistance to prevent home 
foreclosures 

$5,000,000 

Vermont State Housing Authority distribution to landlords on behalf of tenants needing 
rental arrearage help 

$25,000,000 

Department of Housing and 
Community Development 

Re-housing Recovery Program for blighted or vacant 
properties 

$6,200,000 

Department for Children and 
Families 

services supporting stable housing for those 
experiencing homelessness 

$16,000,000 

COVID-19 Response Accelerated 
Broadband Connectivity Program 

five new programs at Department of Public Service 
(DPS) to increase broadband connectivity 

$17,433,500 

COVID-19 Response Connected 
Community Resilience Program 

recovery planning efforts of communications 
union districts 

$800,000 

COVID-19 Response Telecom-
munications Recovery Program 

meet critical connectivity needs and re-evaluate 
deployment objectives 

$500,000 

COVID-19 Response Telehealth 
Connectivity Program 

support equitable access to telehealth services 
$800,000 

DPS in consultation with Vermont 
Access Network 

state access medial organizations for costs due to 
COVID-19 coverage 

$466,500 

DPS cover rate arrearages ratepayers will face when 
disconnection moratorium ends 

$8,000,000 

Agency of Digital Services mitigate cybersecurity risks posed by state 
employees working from home 

$2,000,000 

Enhanced 911 Fund reimburse expenses due to critical health and safety 
activities 

$200,000 

1. Eligible expenses include hazard pay, supplies and equipment, sanitation, facility alterations, overtime 
compensation, redirection of staff for first responder needs, and any other eligible COVID-19 expenses not 
otherwise covered, including Federal Emergency Management Association funding. The Department of Taxes 
is to develop grant guidelines and prioritize need, including the local unemployment rate and percent of eligible 
COVID-19 expenses relative to the total budget. If need be, the department may pro-rate grant awards. Of the 
total, $12,650,000 in grants not exceeding $750,000 per recipient may be disbursed to counties, cities, towns, 
unorganized towns or gores, the Unified Towns and Gores of Essex County, incorporated villages, fire districts, 
and consolidated water and sewer districts. Also, $200,000 is set aside for solid waste districts and $150,000 is set 
aside to contract with one or more regional commissions to help local governments identify and document 
eligible COVID-19 expenses. 

2. The Department of Taxes must set up the land records digitization program within ten days of enactment of the 
legislation. 
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Municipal Borrowing (H.951, Act 108) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
H.951, signed by the governor on June 15, provides for the state to pay interest costs that municipalities 
incur as a result of borrowing to cover obligations to pay education property taxes to either their school 
districts or to the state. (The latter were due on June 1.) The borrowing must be attributable to the COVID-
19 pandemic. The act defines municipalities to include cities, towns, villages, the Unorganized Towns and 
Gores of Essex County, Buel’s Gore, and any incorporated school district with the authority to collect 
statewide education property taxes. 
 
“Short-term borrowing costs” means interest incurred for short-term borrowing directly attributable to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, including interest on letters or lines of credit, revenue anticipation notes, tax 
anticipation notes, and bond anticipation notes. These costs must occur between March 1 and December 
30, 2020.  
 
The bill includes up to $2.7 million from the Coronavirus Relief Fund for use in FY20 and FY21 to provide 
payments under the Municipal Emergency Statewide Education Property Tax Borrowing Program. 
 

The program is available now. To apply, contact the state treasurer’s office. For answers to specific 
questions, contact Treasury Operations Director John Booth (John.Booth@vermont.gov).  
 
 

Temporary Municipal Tax Rate Provisions for Municipalities 
With a Voter-Passed Budget (S.344, Act 102) 

(no new or amended statute) 
 
In response to COVID-19, H.947 permits a legislative body of a city, town, or incorporated village to: 
 
1. establish a new time and method of payment for municipal and education property taxes collected by 

the municipality from taxpayers;  
2. establish a grace period for or decrease or waive any penalties, interest, or fees associated with late 

payment of property taxes; and 
3. reduce the municipal property tax rate. 
 
The act took effect on passage (May 1) and expires when any declared state of emergency is lifted. Any 
votes taken during the declared state of emergency expire on January 1, 2021. 
 
 

Temporary Municipal Tax Rate Provisions for Municipalities 
Without a Voter-Passed Budget (H.947 Act 105) 

(no new or amended statute) 
 
In response to COVID-19, H.947 permits a legislative body of a city, town, or incorporated village to 
adopt a budget and a municipal tax rate for the next fiscal year during a declared state of emergency. This 
temporary provision of law only applies to cities, towns, and incorporated villages that will not have held 
an annual or special meeting in 2020. 
 
The act took effect on passage (May 27) and expires when the declared state of emergency is lifted. 
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Transportation Bill (H.942, Act 121) 
(creates session law; amends 19 V.S.A. § 306(h) and 23 V.S.A. §§ 3501, 3502, 3506) 

 
The Transportation Bill provides the policy initiatives and funding allocations for the state’s transportation 
network. Act 121 is only the first of several transportation funding bills this year due to the COVID-19 
crisis. As of June, shortfalls in the Transportation Fund were anticipated to be $40 million in FY20 and 
$43 million in FY21. When the legislature returns in late August, they will have to update the transportation 
funding portions of the bill using more current FY21 fiscal forecasting data. 
 
Act 121 tasks the Agency of Transportation (VTrans) with reporting to the legislature by September 1, 
2020, and again by February 15, 2021, on the status of anticipated federal COVID-19 legislation, updates 
on anticipated and unanticipated projects planned for FY21, the status of funding for public transit, as 
well as any expected reduction in state and federal funding available for municipalities. 
 
The act authorizes the Secretary of Transportation to exceed federal spending limits on eligible projects, 
placing a priority on projects that reduce greenhouse gas emissions consistent with the state’s 2016 
Comprehensive Energy Plan, promote economic activity, and help both the state and municipalities catch 
up on deferred maintenance. Any obligations or expenditures of monies under this authority must be 
reported to the legislature and the Joint Fiscal Office on an ongoing basis. 
 
One non-COVID-19-related policy change in the legislation that impacts municipalities is how Class 2 
Town Highway Roadway Program money is allocated. Prior to Act 121, grant money from the program 
was available to municipalities to resurface, rehabilitate, or reconstruct paved or unpaved class 2 highways. 
Now the program is open to municipalities that have no state highways or class 1 town highways. This 
allows them to use grants for otherwise eligible activities for both class 2 and class 3 town highways. VLCT 
supports the change because more municipalities can now apply for previously unavailable grant funding. 
 
The legislation updates various all-terrain vehicle (ATV) laws. Forest operations are added to the list of 
exempt ATV operators that must comply with registration and trail-access decal requirements to drive on 
the Vermont ATV Sportsman’s Association trail system, on designated state land, or along highways not 
adjacent to the property of the ATV operator. Children under the age of 12 must wear protective headgear 
when either operating or riding on an ATV, on both public and private property. New liability insurance 
requirements are now mandated for the operation of an ATV on the above-mentioned lands in the form 
of a bond or a liability policy filed with the Commissioner of the Department of Motor Vehicles. 
 
The following table outlines funding for municipal transportation projects and infrastructure under Act 
121. 
 

Town Program 
FY20 As 
Passed 

FY21 Governor 
Recommend 

FY21 Final 
As-Passed 

FY21 vs. 
FY20 

TH Aid 26,017,744 27,105,769 27,105,769 +1,088,025 

Town Bridges¹ 13,833,851 11,073,351 11,073,351 -2,760,500 

TH Class 2 7,648,750 7,648,750 7,648,750 0 

TH Structures 6,333,500 6,333,500 6,333,500 0 

TH Class 1 Supplemental Grants 128,750 128,750 128,750 0 

Enhancements 3,268,618 2,763,408 2,763,408 -505,210 

TH State aid nonfederal disasters 1,150,000 1,150,000 1,150,000 0 

TH State aid to federal disasters 180,000 180,000 180,000 0 
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Town Program 
FY20 As 
Passed 

FY21 Governor 
Recommend 

FY21 Final 
As-Passed 

FY21 vs. 
FY20 

FEMA grant program 4,140,000 1,250,000 1,250,000 -2,890,000 

TH VT Local Roads 406,307 408,965 408,965 2,658 

Municipal mitigation grants² 2,898,000 6,778,000 6,778,000 +3,880,000 

Subtotal 66,005,520 64,820,493 64,820,493 -1,185,027 

1. Includes federal funds 
2. Includes Clean Water Fund money 

 
Funding to town programs saw an overall $1.185 million reduction from last year. The biggest reductions 
are from the Federal Emergency Management Agency grant program and to town bridges. One bright 
spot is the increase in funding in the Town Highway Aid Program, which provides the most direct and 
unencumbered funding of all town sources. This is thanks in part to the statutory formula change that was 
made to 19 V.S.A. § 306 in the 2019 Transportation Bill. The increase in funding to Municipal Mitigation 
Grants is also welcome, but this increase is not state transportation funding but rather a $3.7 million 
infusion of money from the Clean Water Fund, transferred to VTrans from the Agency of Natural 
Resources. 
 
 

Capital Construction Adjustment (H.955, Act 139) 
(amends 10 V.S.A. § 1283a) 

 
The capital construction bill in the second year of the biennium makes adjustments to the two-year capital 
budget that is adopted in the biennium’s first year. Our 2019 Legislative Wrap-up summarized the FY20 
capital bill.  
 
H.955was sent to the governor on June 30 and signed on July 6. As it was developed at the height of the 
governor’s emergency “Stay Home, Stay Safe” executive order, its legislative intent was specific that 
projects funded in the capital budget “support and help drive growth in Vermont’s economy during this 
uncertain time.” Several sections of Act 139 amends sections of Act 42, the two-year capital legislation of 
last year. Following are sections that specifically affect local governments. 
 
• Section 6 (Natural Resources) increases funding for dam safety and hydrology projects from $895,000 

to $916,138. 
 
• Section 6 also provides $550,000 in engineering and construction grants to improve public water 

systems with confirmed concentrations of perfluoroalkyl and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) 
exceeding 20 nanograms per liter and that are on a “do not drink” notice. Of the total, $50,000 is set 
aside for grants to schools with impaired public water systems and $130,000 is reallocated from the 
Vermont Drinking Water Revolving Loan Fund. 

 
• Section 7 (Clean Water Initiatives) allocates $1,605,497 to the Clean Water/EPA Revolving Loan Fund 

of the Water Pollution Control Fund. The Municipal Pollution Control Grants, pollution control 
projects, and planning advances for feasibility studies are allocated $3,300,000 and the Agency of 
Agriculture, Food and Markets is appropriated $4,294,503 for water quality grants and contracts 

 
• Section 7 also appropriates $1,100,000 to the Vermont Housing Conservation Board (VHCB) for 

agricultural water quality projects and $1,700,000 for land conservation and water quality projects. 
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• Section 11 appropriates $3,800,000 to the VHCB for housing and conservation projects.  
 
• Section 12 (Agency of Transportation) appropriates $2,830,000 to VTrans for work on the Lamoille 

Valley Rail Trail if federal funds are also available or if money from the capital budget dollars is needed 
to match federal funds. VTrans is also appropriated $750,000 for Electric Vehicle Equipment grants. 

 
• Section 29 establishes a Contaminants of Emerging Concern Special Fund to provide grants to public 

water systems responding to or remediating emerging contaminants in a public water system.  The 
Secretary of Natural Resources will administer the fund 

 
After the adjustments in Act 139, capital spending authorization in FY21 will total $76,079,428.  Spending 
for the two fiscal years (20 and 21) will total $138,567,556. 
 
Resource 
• FY20-21 Capital Budget Adjustment Request 
 
 

Tax Increment Financing Districts (S.283, Act 111) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
Over the years, the legislature has approved thirteen tax increment financing (TIF) districts around the 
state, from Bennington to St. Albans. Those districts may use both municipal and education property taxes 
that increase as a result of infrastructure investment within their boundaries, to pay off  debt incurred from 
borrowing to build that infrastructure for a period of twenty years from April 1 of the year the district is 
created. TIF districts have five years from the time they are created to incur a first instance of debt for 
voter-approved infrastructure projects. Subsequent to that first incurrence, the district has ten years to 
incur all the debt that would be repaid with increased education and municipal property taxes. Each time 
the town wants to incur debt, it must have the voters’ approval. TIF districts have a proven record of 
success in Vermont in leveraging private investment that builds and renovates housing, as well as 
commercial and retail space needed to grow jobs and the economy. It is clear that in 2020, given the severe 
impact the pandemic is having on the economy, no city or town is going to ask its taxpayers to approve 
debt for TIF infrastructure projects. 
 
Act 111 grants three additional years – beginning on March 31, 2021 – for the Town of Hartford to incur 
debt for infrastructure improvements, recognizing that not only the current COVID-19 crisis but also the 
last recession severely hampered their ability to use TIF financing to spur economic investment in the 
district. Act 111 had passed the Senate before the COVID-19 emergency shut down the legislature in 
March. 
 
 

PUBLIC SAFETY 
 

Emergency Medical Services and Public Safety Response to COVID-19 (S.182, Act 100) 
(creates session law; amends 24 V.S.A. chapter 71; 18 V.S.A. chapter 17) 

 
Prior to the COVID-19 emergency, the legislature spent a lot of time on emergency medical services (EMS) 
issues. S.182 started out as a bill that focused on several miscellaneous public safety legislative matters, 
however early into the COVID-19 crisis, the underlying bill was amended significantly to fast-track various 
changes to laws related to EMS.  
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Most provisions of the act pertain to training and licensure of EMS providers. They ease some of the 
bureaucratic regulatory requirements of law that make it unnecessarily hard for providers and personnel 
to enter into and maintain state licensure and credentialing.  
 
The act removes a mandate that EMS districts ensure that each affiliated EMS agency has a credentialing 
system for personnel. This provision is unnecessary because the state already mandates standards for all 
EMS agencies and personnel, including stringent licensure standards. All mentions of local credentialing 
under the Department of Health’s EMS Division’s mandates are similarly removed. Vermont has adopted 
the National Registry of Emergency Medical Technicians (NREMT) standards for licensure, certification, 
and continuing education requirement for EMS. 
 
A section of the act also mandates the Department of Financial Regulation (DFR) enforce current law that 
mandates health insurance companies directly reimburse ambulance service providers for certain services 
provided to persons receiving reimbursable EMS services. Although not common, on occasion health 
insurers have sent reimbursement payments to patients, rather than the ambulance service providers, 
making it difficult or impossible for the provider to recover costs. DFR will need to report to the legislature 
in January regarding the status of enforcement by the department.  
 
The act took effect on passage, May 14, 2020. 
 

ENVIRONMENT AND QUALITY OF LIFE 
 

Adequate Shelter for Livestock (H.254, Act 116) 
(amends 13 V.S.A. §§ 351, 365) 

 
Act 116 provides adequate shelter to livestock that are predominantly maintained outdoors, and 
municipalities with certified humane officers will need to understand the new law. The act only addresses 
livestock such as cattle, bison, horses, sheep, goats, swine, Cervidae (deer), ratites (flightless birds such as 
emus), and camelids (alpacas and llamas). It does not address domestic animals and pets such as cats, dogs, 
and wolf-hybrids. 
 
The legislation specifically defines adequate shelters, both constructed and natural. Constructed shelters 
must be well-drained and structurally sound buildings with waterproof roofing and must be big enough to 
provide a windbreak and protection for the livestock . The building height must allow at least six inches 
of clearance above the largest animal’s ears when the animal is standing and much be maintained at that 
level, even with manure and litter buildup. A natural shelter, such as a stand of trees, must be well-drained 
and large enough to provide protection from exposure to winds, rain, hail, sleet, sun, and snow. 
 
The act mandates that any enclosed area must provide adequate ventilation and that livestock be able to 
exercise adequately. Horses that have no paddock or pasture access for turnout must be able to periodically 
exercise. “Necessary medical attention” as newly defined must be provided to all livestock and must 
include medical or surgical treatment for injury, disease, excessive parasitism, dehydration, malnutrition, 
pain, or impaired locomotive function.  
 
Except for livestock in transit or in the immediate control of a person, a leash, rope, or chain used on 
livestock must be affixed so that the animal cannot become entangled or injured and allows it adequate 
access to shelter, food, and water. 
 
The act took effect on July 1. 
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Emergency Economic Recovery Grants (S.350, Act 115) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
Act 115 appropriates $70 million from the $1.25 billion Coronavirus Relief Fund to the Department of 
Taxes to provide grants to eligible businesses – either for-profit or non-profit – in coordination with the 
Agency of Commerce and Community Development. The governor signed the bill on June 19 and the 
program is accepting applications now. Businesses that are primarily restaurants, bars, or lodging properties 
that collect rooms and meals tax, or retail, entertainment or recreation operations that collect sales and use 
tax are eligible to apply.  
 
For application information, visit the Agency of Commerce and Community Development website, 
https://accd.vermont.gov/covid-19/economic-recovery-grants. 
 
 

MUNICIPAL GOVERNANCE AND ADMINISTRATION 
 

Government Operations in Response to COVID-19 (H.681, Act 92) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
H.681 was the first bill passed that affected local government after the state shut down on March 13. The 
governor signed it on March 30. 
 
The legislation establishes protocols for conducting elections during the pandemic. It waives the 
requirement for a person to collect voter signatures to put their name on any ballot in 2020, including a 
local election ballot. The person is also not required to file a primary petition as a major party, independent, 
or local election candidate. 
 
The dates for filing consent of candidate forms have shifted as follows: 
 

Major party candidates not earlier than the second Thursday after the first Monday in May 

Independent candidates for 
president or vice president 

not earlier than Saturday, July 18 

Justice of the peace not earlier than Thursday, July 23 

 
Act 92 authorized the secretary of state, in consultation with the governor, to order or permit elections 
procedures to protect the health, safety, and welfare of all by: 
• requiring town clerks to send ballots to all registered voters; 
•  creating early ballot collection stations; 
• permitting clerks to begin counting ballots 30 days before the day of the election; 
• permitting drive-up ballot collecting; 
• extending the time for clerks to process and count ballots; and 
• extending voting hours on election day.  
 
Note that S.348 (Act 135), which passed late in the session, deletes the requirement for the secretary of 
state to consult with the governor. 
 
Section 4 of the act authorizes a local legislative body to apply the Australian ballot system to annual or 
special municipal meetings in 2020. 
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Section 5 provides for public bodies to hold open meetings electronically in lieu of a designated physical 
location during the COVID-19 emergency. A quorum of a public body may attend a meeting electronically 
without being physically present at a designated meeting location. The public must be able to attend 
electronically and by telephone whenever feasible. And information on accessing the meeting must be 
posted and included on the agenda. Meetings must be recorded unless “unusual circumstances make it 
impossible to do so.” In the event of a staffing shortage, the time limit for posting minutes may be extended 
to ten days. 
 
Section 8 of the bill authorizes state agencies to extend deadlines applicable to municipal corporations or 
regional planning commissions up to 90 days after the emergency ends. Licenses or permits that expire 
during the emergency are likewise extended for 90 days. A municipality may extend deadlines for permits 
licenses, programs, or plans due to the municipality. 
 
Wastewater and water supply systems may not be disconnected during the declared emergency. 
 
 

Temporary Municipal Provisions in Response to COVID-19 (S.345, Act 113) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
Shortly after the COVID-19 emergency emerged, it was clear that temporary changes to the Open Meeting 
Law were necessary. In response, the legislature passed and the governor signed S.345 (Act 113), which 
allows municipal public bodies to post meeting agendas and notices in two designated electronic locations 
in lieu of the two designated public places, or in a combination of designated electronic and public places. 
Public bodies must also post the information in or near the municipal clerk’s office and provide a copy of 
each notice or agenda to the newspaper of circulation for the municipality. 
 
Act 113 also temporarily adjusts how a municipality may spend local highway funds. The law authorizes 
legislative bodies to borrow highways funds raised from the municipal property tax and approved in the 
municipal budget and spend them on non-highway cost centers. The converse is also true – that is, a town 
can borrow money appropriated for other cost centers to pay for highway expenditures. 
 
State aid for town highways and federal aid (if any) are excluded from this temporary power, nor does this 
alleviate a municipality of any Title 19 match requirements. Any borrowed money must be transferred 
back to the appropriate fund, including any applicable interest, by December 31, 2021. 
 
The act took effect on passage, June 15, 2020. 
 
 

Eliminating the Town Agent (H.143, Act 84) 
(amends 17 V.S.A. § 2646; 24 V.S.A. § 1061; 24 App. V.S.A. chapter 13, § 301, chapter 123, § 302, 

chapter 129, § 306, chapter 149, § 23, chapter 155C, § 3, and chapter 245, § 6; 
32 V.S.A. §§ 4404, 4461, 4463) 

 
Act 84 eliminates the position of town agent. Pursuant to 17 V.S.A. § 2646, municipal voters at town 
meeting had to elect a town agent to “prosecute and defend suits in which the town or town school district 
is interested.” Act 84 eliminates this provision and all references to town agents elsewhere in statute, 
including references in several municipal charters. Any elected town agent in office on the effective date 
of the act (July 1, 2020) may serve the remainder of his or her term. 
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Incompatible Offices (H.608, Act 117) 
(amends 17 V.S.A. § 2647) 

 
H.608 makes a technical correction to the list of incompatible municipal officers in 17 V.S.A. § 2647. With 
respect to school districts that are audited by independent public accountants, a school director or his or 
her spouse may not also be an assistant town treasurer. Previously, only town treasurers were specified as 
being incompatible with school directors or their spouses 
 
The act took effect on passage, June 23. 

 
 

Authority of the Auditor of Accounts (H.793, Act 104) 
(amends 32 V.S.A.§. 163) 

 
Act 104 amends the authority of the state auditor of accounts, whose responsibilities sometimes affect 
local governments.  
 
The act directs the auditor to make available to county, municipal and school district officials with fiduciary 
responsibilities an education program “as resources permit.” Previously, there was no stipulation on the 
requirement for the auditor to provide an education program and the legislation enumerated the topics 
that needed to be covered as part of that program. 
 
The assistant judges who are charged with proposing and adopting a county budget for the ensuing year 
no longer have to do so on forms prescribed by the auditor of accounts. Readers may know that assistant 
judges are wholly responsible for proposing the budget, holding a public hearing for comment, adopting 
the budget, and sending bills to cities and towns for the property taxes due. There is no vote to approve 
the county budget other than that of the assistant judges. 
 
 

Temporary Communications Union Districts (H.958, Act 119) 
(creates session law; amends 30 V.S.A. §§ 3059, 3060) 

 
Act 119 temporarily permits the legislative body of a municipality to vote to enter into a communications 
union district (CUD) during a declared state of emergency due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Current law 
requires voters to approve entering into a CUD. 
 
The legislation amends the law by clarifying municipal representation appointment terms and 
organizational meeting procedures. Initial appointments of a town representative must be made within 60 
days of the formation of a new CUD, and a board’s organizational meeting must be held within 90 days 
of the vote to form a district. 
 
The act took effect on passage, June 18. 
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Miscellaneous DMV Laws (S.339, Act 149) 
(amends 23 V.S.A. §§ 1006a(d), 1017, 1050, 1399, 3206(b), 4103; adds 23 V.S.A. § 1437) 

 
S.339 makes various changes to Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) laws. Of importance to 
municipalities is the section relating to overweight vehicle permitting. It authorizes the DMV 
commissioner to initiate the design and development of a centralized, online permitting system where a 
person can apply for, obtain, and pay for required weight and length permits issued by the Agency of 
Transportation (VTrans). The commissioner is mandated to design the system to allow future municipally-
issued weight and length permits to be purchased and issued through the same system. VTrans must also 
undertake a study to identify any safety or financial implications to infrastructure, or jurisdictional issues 
for class 2 highways if municipalities currently do not require permits for vehicles that are simultaneously 
allowed on state highways without a permit. Consideration of infrastructure impacts must also be identified 
for tow vehicles and wreckers. A report to the legislature on this study is due by January.  
 
The legislation increases civil penalties for speeding in school zones to twice that of non-school zone speed 
limit violations. A technical change to snowmobile laws now permits a paper or electronic copy of 
snowmobile education as permissible proof to legally operate the vehicle.  
 
The last section of note for municipalities addresses the work zone and emergency vehicle “move-over” 
law, 23 V.S.A. § 1050. That statute is amended to clarify laws specifying vehicular movement in work zones 
and around emergency vehicles by stating that drivers must change into a lane farther away from a 
stationary emergency vehicle. Based on the safety conditions and posted speed limit, drivers must slow 
down to a reasonable, safe, and prudent speed when approaching a stationary emergency vehicle or work 
zone. If workers are only present on one side of a multilane highway and safety conditions permit, the 
operator must remain in or make a lane change into a lane farther away from the workers. Current law 
does not provide this level of detail. The law also includes towing and repair vehicles in the list of 
emergency vehicles.  
 
The governor signed the bill on July 13. 
 
 

Temporary Election Procedures (S.348, Act 135) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
Act 135 amends the provisions for elections during the COVID-19 emergency that were outlined in Act 
92, which the governor signed on March 30 during the early stages of the pandemic. That legislation 
authorized the secretary of state, in consultation and agreement with the governor, to order or permit 
appropriate elections procedures, including requiring mail-in balloting. Act 135 provides for the secretary 
of state to order or permit mailing of 2020 general election ballots without the governor’s agreement. 
 
 

Municipal Charters 2020 
(amends Title 24 Appendix: Municipal Charters) 

 
Vermont is a Dillon’s Rule state. “Towns are creatures of the state” is a concept given force of law by the 
Vermont Constitution. The reference is to an 1872 ruling by Iowa Supreme Court Justice John F. Dillon 
which said that municipal corporations may exercise only those powers specifically granted to them or that 
are necessary and essential to the declared purposes of the municipal corporation. Vermont statutes 
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specifically grant municipalities the authority to carry out certain endeavors, mandate them to carry out an 
ever increasing list of responsibilities, and pre-empt them from addressing others. 
 
There are 60 cities and towns with adopted governance charters at the local level that have been approved 
at the legislative level and subsequently enacted. Additionally, 46 incorporated villages have governance 
charters. A host of special purpose districts – fire, school, waste management, and recreation districts to 
name a few – have legislatively approved governance charters. These charters enable municipalities to 
deviate from general statute in specific instances, when the voters in a municipality have voted to change 
or adopt a charter, and when that locally voted amendment has been reviewed, dissected, frequently 
amended, and finally approved by the legislature. Once the legislators begin to review a charter adopted 
by the voters, they may amend any part of it they choose. 
 
Every year, voters approve charter amendments that have been passed in other municipalities and that fall 
squarely within the realm of municipal government best practices but are not authorized in general statute. 
And every year, those charter amendments need to be remitted to the legislature for their review, possible 
amendment, and approval. Only after a charter amendment has been approved by the legislature does it 
take effect at the local level. The following table lists the charter amendments from cities and towns that 
were approved in the first part of this session as well as those that were not. 
 

Municipal Charters Approved in 2020 
Municipality Bill No. 

Act No. 
Major Provisions Provisions 

Passed 
Provisions 

Failed 

Village of 
Perkinsville 

and Town of 
Weathersfield 

H.554 Dissolved the Village of Perkinsville and merged it with the 
Town of Weathersfield (July 1, 2020). 

All None 

St. Albans 
City 

H.943 Implements a one-percent local option tax on sales, rooms 
and meals, and alcoholic beverages under 24 V.S.A. § 138. 

All None 

Town of 
Elmore 

H.946 Authorizes the selectboard to ask the voters to approve a 
one-percent local option tax on rooms under 24 V.S.A. § 
138. 

All None 

Municipal Charters Not Approved in 2020 
Town of Fair 

Haven 
H.678 Implements a one-percent local option tax on sales, rooms 

and meals, and alcoholic beverages under 24 V.S.A. § 138. 
None All 

Town of 
Essex 

H.944 Authorizes the expansion of the town’s selectboard to six 
members, requiring three members be elected from outside 
the Village of Essex Junction and three members be elected 
from within the Village. 

None All 

Town of 
Williston 

H.949 Authorizes Williston to adopt any charter provision 
approved for any pother municipality, without seeking 
approval from the General Assembly. Authorizes the town 
manager to appoint and remove the town library director 
with advice and consent of the library board of trustees. 
Authorizes a town-specific procedure to resolve collective 
bargaining contract impasses.  

None All 

City of 
Burlington 

H.952 Authorizes the assessment of a tax on the grand list for the 
Burlington Housing Trust Fund. Establishes timelines for 
petitions, warnings, and ballot availability for certain city 
elections.  

None All 
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EMPLOYMENT AND EMPLOYEE BENEFITS 
 

Workers’ Compensation During COVID-19 (S.342, Act 150) 
(no new or amended statute) 

 
Act 150 provides workers’ compensation benefits to front-line workers during the COVID-19 emergency. 
The legislation defines a front-line worker as an individual with an elevated risk of exposure to COVID-
19 who is employed as a firefighter; law enforcement officer; emergency medical personnel or volunteer; 
worker in a health care or long-term care facility; correctional officer; child care provider to children of 
front-line workers; home health care worker; worker at a morgue, funeral establishment, or crematory; or 
someone performing a service that the Commissioner of Labor determines places them at a similarly 
elevated risk of exposure and has tested positive for COVID-19. 
 
A front-line worker who suffers a disability or dies is presumed to have a compensable illness, provided 
that the worker received a positive laboratory test or diagnosis of COVID-19 from a licensed healthcare 
provider between March 1, 2020, and January 15, 2021. 
 
The benefit would also apply to employees who are not front-line workers if, not more than fourteen days 
before the date they had been tested, they had documented exposure in the course of employment to an 
individual with COVID-19, or performed services at a residence or facility where residents or employees 
who were present at the time services were provided, had tested positive for COVID-19. 
 
The presumption would not apply if a preponderance of the evidence showed that the disease was caused 
by non-employment-related risk factors or exposure, or if at the time of potential exposure, the place of 
employment complied with guidance from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control, the Vermont Department 
of Health, and the Agency of Commerce and Community Development. 
 
These provisions will sunset on January 15, 2021, unless the legislature extends them. 
 
The bill also directs the Commissioner of Financial Regulation to investigate the potential for creating a 
fund to reimburse workers’ compensation insurers, inter-municipal insurance associations, and self-insured 
employers for COVID-19-related workers’ compensation costs. 
 



VERMONT LEAGUE  
OF CITIES & TOWNS
89 Main St., Suite 4, Montpelier, VT 05602

P: 802-229-9111 
F: 802-229-2211

INFO@VLCT.ORG 
VLCT.ORG/ADVOCACY

Weekly Legislative Report


